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Models of Democracy: 
An Introduction

1

There is a striking paradox to note about the contemporary era: from 
Africa to Eastern Europe, Asia to Latin America, more and more 
nations and groups are championing the idea of democracy; but they 
are doing so at just that moment when the very effi cacy of democracy 
as a national form of political organization appears open to question. 
As substantial areas of human activity are progressively organized on 
a regional or global level, the fate of democracy, and of the independent 
democratic nation-state in particular, is fraught with diffi culties. (Held 
1998, 11)

Many recent contributions on democracy start – like David Held’s above 
– by mentioning a paradox. On the one hand, the number of democratic 
countries in the world is growing – according to Freedom House, from 
thirty-nine democracies in 1974 to eighty-seven countries free and demo-
cratic, and sixty partially free, in 2011 (Freedom House 2012). On the 
other, there is a reduction in the satisfaction of citizens with the perfor-
mances of ‘really existing democracies’ (Dahl 2000). Some scholars even 
suggested that the third wave of democratization risks developing into 
economic wars and armed confl icts (see, in particular, Tilly 2004). Cer-
tainly, research on quality of democracy by Larry Diamond and Leonardo 
Morlino (2005) pointed at the low quality of many democratic regimes. 
The question ‘Can democracy be saved?’ became central in the recent 
political debate faced with a most serious fi nancial crisis, as well as appar-
ent institutional incapacity to address it. Not only have these develop-
ments triggered harsh societal reactions and calls for politics to come back 
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in, but also the austerity measures to address them have accelerated the 
shift from a social model of democracy, with its development of the 
welfare state, to a neoliberal one, that trusts free-market solutions.

As we will see in this volume, to understand this paradox it is neces-
sary to distinguish between different conceptions of democracy, both as 
they have been theorized and as they have been applied in real-world, 
existing democratic institutions. As Robert Dahl observes about the idea 
of democracy, ‘Ironically, the very fact that democracy has such a lengthy 
history has actually contributed to confusion and disagreement, for 
“democracy” has meant different things to different people at different 
times and places’ (2000, 3).

In this volume, I shall in fact contrast four models of democracy, 
assessing the challenges and opportunities that recent social, cultural and 
political changes represent for them. If we want to save democracy, we 
have in fact to acknowledge its contested meaning, as well as the differ-
ent qualities that are stressed in different conceptions and practices of 
democracy. Saving democracy would mean going beyond its liberal 
model, broadening refl ection on participation and deliberation inside and 
outside institutions. This would imply looking at the same time at nor-
mative theories as well as at empirical evidence on different models from 
the liberal one. Referring to research I carried out on social movements, 
but also to other scholars’ work, I aim to discuss general challenges and 
opportunities for democracy. In this chapter, I will start this journey fi rst 
of all by introducing different conceptualizations of democracy, which 
will then be discussed in depth in the rest of the volume.

Conceptions and practices of democracy: 
an introduction

The search for a shared conceptualization of democracy in political 
science was for a long time oriented towards procedural criteria which 
mainly considered free, competitive and periodic elections as a suffi cient 
indicator for the presence of democracy. The choice of a minimalist defi -
nition of democracy was justifi ed at the time with reference to the ease 
of its empirical operationalization. Normative defi nitions – which look 
at the ability of democracies to produce a government ‘for the people’, 
realizing its wishes and preferences – are instead considered diffi cult to 
apply in empirical research:

How may we see to what extent certain real problems are close to, 
or far away from, the ideal ‘correspondence’ or responsiveness pos-
tulated as necessary?. . . How is it possible to pinpoint the ‘wishes’ or 
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‘preferences’ of citizens? Who is entitled to express them without 
betraying or modifying them? Is it only the ‘preferences’ of the major-
ity that count? But should a democratic regime not also protect minori-
ties? How, then, do we measure the ‘correspondence’ or responsiveness, 
that is the ‘congruence’? (Morlino 1996, 84)

More recently, however, it has been observed that a minimalist, pro-
cedural defi nition is not, in reality, the only empirically verifi able one. As 
Leonardo Morlino (2011) has argued, all the different ideals of demo-
cracy can be operationalized in the sense that adequate empirical indica-
tors can be found to determine whether, according to a specifi c defi nition, 
a country at a particular moment in time is democratic or not. It should 
be added that defi nitions of democracy are always changing, linked as 
they are to specifi c problems (theoretical and empirical, scientifi c and 
real) that emerge and change in different historical periods.

In addition, every defi nition of democracy necessarily has a normative 
dimension. As rightly observed by David Held, empirical theories of 
democracy, focusing on the meaning normally attributed to the term, 
have thus tended to normatively legitimate that specifi c conception:

Their ‘realism’ entailed conceiving of democracy in terms of the actual 
features of Western polities. In thinking of democracy in this way, they 
recast its meaning and, in so doing, surrendered the rich history of the 
idea of democracy to the existent. Questions about the nature and 
appropriate extent of citizen participation, the proper scope of political 
rule and the most suitable spheres of democratic regulation – questions 
that have been part of democratic theory from Athens to nineteenth-
century England – are put aside, or, rather, answered merely by refer-
ence to current practice. The ideals and methods of democracy become, 
by default, the ideals and methods of the existing democratic systems. 
Since the critical criterion for adjudicating between theories of democ-
racy is their degree of ‘realism’, models which depart from, or are in 
tension with, current democratic practice can be dismissed as empiri-
cally inaccurate, ‘unreal’ and undesirable. (2006, 166)

It could be added that, over time, the research focus on representative 
institutions has produced a partial vision of the real functioning of exist-
ing democracies.

If a large part of political scientists’ attention has been concentrated 
on democracy, this does not mean that a unanimously accepted defi nition 
of the concept exists. There is no doubt that the concept of democracy 
is not only ‘stretched’ but also contested. In a recent APSA-CP Newslet-
ter symposium dedicated to conceptualization, Thomas Koelbe (2009) 
rightly lamented the use and abuse of the concept of democracy to 
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describe a plethora of different political systems, and indeed a basic 
disagreement on its conceptualization.

Different types of defi nitions of democracy do in fact exist. The clas-
sical normative defi nitions underline the legitimizing role of citizens. 
Democracy is power from the people, of the people and for the people: 
it derives from the people, belongs to the people, and must be used for 
the people. Those general principles are, however, combined in very dif-
ferent ways. Charles Tilly (2007, 7) has distinguished four approaches 
to democracy in the social sciences:

• A constitutional approach concentrates on laws a regime enacts 
concerning political activity. . .

• Substantive approaches focus on the conditions of life and politics 
a given regime promotes . . .

• Advocates of a procedural approach single out a narrow range of 
government practices to determine whether a regime qualifi es as 
democratic . . .

• Process-oriented approaches. . . identify some minimal sets of proc-
esses that must necessarily be continuously in motion for a situation 
to be considered as democratic.

If we look at actually existing democracies, we can generally observe 
that they in fact combine different conceptions. Representative institu-
tions are fl anked by others. As Pierre Rosanvallon has recently noted, 
‘the history of real democracies cannot be dissociated from a permanent 
tension and contestation’ (2006, 11).1 Indeed, the democratic state needs 
not only legal legitimacy through respect for procedures, but also the 
trust of its citizens. In the evolution of ‘really existing democracies’ this 
has meant that, alongside the institutions that guarantee electoral 
accountability (or responsibility), there is a circuit of surveillance (or 
vigilance) anchored outside state institutions (2006, 11). A public sphere 
developed from the encounter between the state’s search for effi ciency 
and the intervention of civil society seeking to express requests and 
rectify mistakes (Eder 2010). Placing emphasis on elections often ends 
up obscuring the need for critical citizens who make governors account-
able. Thus, ‘When the electoral institution is chosen as the institution 
characterising democratic regimes the much more important presence of 
a sphere that is both public and distinct from the regimes is obscured. 
Deprived of this, deprived that is of open public discourse, and despite 
being governed by persons regularly elected, such a regime could only 
misleadingly be called democratic’ (Pizzorno 2010, xiii).

Rosanvallon suggested that democracy needs not only legal legitima-
tion, but also what he calls ‘counter-democracy’, that is ‘a specifi c, 
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political modality of action, a particular form of political intervention, 
different from decision making, but still a fundamental aspect of the 
democratic process’ (2006, 40). In the historical evolution of democratic 
regimes, a circuit of surveillance, anchored outside state institutions, has 
developed side by side with the institutions of electoral accountability. 
Necessary to democratic legitimacy, confi dence requires defi ance, in the 
sense of instruments of external control and actors ready to perform 
this control; in fact, democracy develops with the permanent contesta-
tion of power. Actors such as independent authorities and judges, but 
also mass media, experts and social movements, have traditionally exer-
cised this function of surveillance. The latter, in particular, are considered 
as most relevant for the development of an ‘expressive democracy’ that 
corresponds to ‘the prise de parole of the society, the manifestation of 
a collective sentiment, the formulation of a judgment about the gover-
nors and their action, or again the production of claims’ (2006, 26).

The defi nition of democracy also changes over time. Through self-
refl exive practices, democracy is in a permanent process of defi nition and 
redefi nition (Eder 2010, 246). Although extremely young as an institu-
tion (just a few decades old in the majority of states, if we take universal 
suffrage as a fundamental condition), democracy does have a long history 
as a subject for refl ection (Costa 2010). If electoral responsibility was 
privileged in the historical evolution of the discourse on really existing 
democracy, today the challenges to procedural democracy bring our 
attention back to other democratic qualities (Rosanvallon 2006).

Democracies are also varied. Different democratic qualities have been 
intertwined in the construction of diverse typologies. Political scientists 
have often looked at different arrangements in terms of functional and 
geographical distribution of power, involving more or less centralization 
in public decision making. Other scholars have pointed at the varying 
capacity of democratic states to implement their decisions. Tilly has, for 
instance, classifi ed political regimes on the basis of some of their capaci-
ties: ‘How wide a range of citizens’ expressed demands come into play; 
how equally different groups of citizens experience a translation of their 
demands into state behaviour; to what extent the expression of demands 
itself receives the state’s political protection; and how much the process 
of translation commits both sides, citizens and the states’ (2007, 13).

Not one, but four models

Noting the diversity between different conceptions and practices of 
democracy, my aim in this volume is not to reconstruct various ideas 
of democracy, but rather to analyse the way in which they have been 
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prefi gured by different actors, as well as translated into requests and 
proposals, thus penetrating and transforming real democracies, and so 
the democratic state. From this point of view, in addressing the question 
‘Can democracy be saved?’, the original contribution I wish to develop 
in this volume lies in the combination of normative theory with empirical 
analyses of how some conceptions have developed and have inspired 
concrete institutional changes.

Throughout the analysis, some general considerations will emerge on 
the status and content of the liberal model of democracy. If this is domi-
nant today, it is, however, challenged by other conceptions, variously 
discussed as participatory democracy (Pateman 1970; Polletta 2002), 
strong democracy (Barber 2003), discursive democracy (Dryzek 2000a), 
communicative democracy (Young 1996), welfare democracy (Fitzpatrick 
2002) or associative democracy (among others, Perczynski 2000).

In the intense debate in normative theory, we can single out two 
dimensions of democratic conceptions that are relevant for our refl ec-
tions. The fi rst dimension refers to the recognition of participation as an 
integral part of democracy; a second one looks at the construction of 
political identities as exogenous versus endogenous to the democratic 
process. In political theory from Dewey to Habermas, it is often observed 
that the principle of representation is balanced by the presence of par-
ticipatory spaces, and the majoritarian principle, central to liberal defi -
nitions of democracy, is in various ways, balanced by the presence of 
deliberative spaces.

First of all, a general mantra of discussion on democracies in so-called 
‘empirical theories of democracy’ is that democratic institutions are 
representative. While the ideal of democracy as government of, by and 
for the people stresses the source of all power in the citizenry at large, 
democratic institutions are called to restrict the number of decision 
makers and select them on the basis of some specifi c qualities. A distinc-
tion is in fact usually made between the (utopistic) conception of a 
democracy of the ancients, in which all citizens participate directly in the 
decisions about the public goods, and a (realistic) democracy of the 
moderns, where an elected few govern. The volume and complexity of 
decision making in the modern state is often quoted as imposing severe 
constraints on the participation in public decisions of the many and, 
especially, of the normal citizens, often considered as too inexperienced, 
if not too emotional, to have a say in the choices which will affect them. 
Electoral accountability should then give legitimacy to the process, by 
allocating to the citizens-electors the power to prize or punish those in 
government, every once in a while (see chapter 2).

If the liberal theories have underlined delegation, or electoral account-
ability, this has, however, been considered to be insuffi cient in other 
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theorizations (see chapter 3). In particular, so-called participatory theo-
ries have affi rmed the importance of creating multiple occasions for 
participation (Arnstein 1969; Pateman 1970). Elections are in fact, at 
best, too rare to grant citizens suffi cient power to control the elected. 
Additionally, elections offer only limited choices, leaving several themes 
out of the electoral debates and citizens’ assessment. More and more, 
elections have been seen as manipulated, given the greater capacity of 
some candidates to attract fi nancial support, licit or illicit, as well as to 
command privileged access to mass media. In parallel, the quality of 
decisions could be expected to decline with the decline in participation, 
as the habit of delegating tends to make citizens not only more apathetic, 
but also more cynical and selfi sh. Participation is instead praised as a 
school of democracy: capable of constructing good citizens through 
interaction and empowerment.

Not only delegation, but also majoritarian decision making has been 
criticized. A ‘minimalist’ view of democracy as the power of the major-
ity has been considered not only as risky in terms of thwarting the 
rights of the minorities, but also as reducing the quality of decision 
making. As there is no logical assumption that grants more wisdom to 
the preferences which are (simply) more numerous, other decision-
making principles should at least temper the majoritarian one (see 
chapter 4). In normative debates, deliberative theories have in fact pro-
moted spaces of communication, the exchange of reasons, the construc-
tion of shared defi nitions of the public good, as fundamental for the 
legitimation of public decisions (among others, see Miller 1993, 75; 
Dryzek 2000a, 79; Cohen 1989, 18–19; Elster 1998; Habermas 1981, 
1996). Not the number of pre-existing preferences, but the quality of 
the decision-making process would here grant legitimacy as well as 
effi cacy to the decision. By relating with each other – recognizing the 
others and being recognized by them – citizens would have the chance 
to understand the reasons of the others, assessing them against emerg-
ing standards of fairness. Communication not only allows for the 
development of better solutions, by permitting holders of different 
knowledge and expertise to interact, but would also change the percep-
tion of one’s own preferences, making participants less concerned with 
individual, material interests and more with collective goods.

Participation and deliberation are in fact democratic qualities in 
tension with those of representation and majority decisions, and are 
alongside these in a precarious equilibrium in the different conceptions 
and specifi c institutional practices of democracy.

Crossing the dimensions of delegation versus participation and major-
ity vote versus deliberation, I single out four different models of democ-
racy (see table 1.1) that I will refer to in the following chapters.
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Table 1.1 Conceptions of democracy

Majority vote Deliberation

Delegation Liberal democracy Liberal deliberative democracy
Participation Radical, participatory 

democracy
Participatory deliberative 

democracy

Liberal democracy privileges – as mentioned – delegation and the 
majority vote. The assumption is that deciding on public issues is too 
complex a task to be left to the mass of citizens. Their task is rather 
to legitimize the power of an elected elite. As power originates, indeed, 
from the people, they are expected to exercise it, as electors, at specifi c 
moments. Electoral campaigns should be able to inform the citizens 
about past performances and political programmes, as well as personal 
skills, of candidates; elections should allow the citizens to choose those 
who will then govern for an allocated time-span. The fear of losing 
power at the coming elections should make the elites in government 
sensitive to the people’s judgement. The distinctive institutions of Dahl’s 
polyarchal democracy are in fact based upon the presence of offi cials 
elected in free, fair and frequent elections, as well as freedom of 
expression and association and alternative sources of information 
(Dahl 1998).

Moreover, in liberal democracy, even if with some caveats, the major-
ity wins. This means, decisions are made by measuring the degree of 
support for opposing views and allocating the victory to those who are 
more numerous. In principle, ideas, interests, preferences and/or identi-
ties are assumed to develop outside the democratic process, which chan-
nels them inside the political system. Decisions are then made on the 
basis of measurement of the support for each of them among the citizens. 
The legitimizing principle is ‘one head, one vote’. In Anthony Downs’ 
(1957) infl uential version, democracy works as a market where politi-
cians aim at collecting votes, and citizens have (exogenously generated) 
preferences. While, of course, interests differ, a broad consensus is 
assumed among compatible interests, and confl icts tend to be considered 
as negative, as they risk overloading the system (Crozier, Huntington and 
Watakuni 1975). The actors carrying confl ictual interests are seen as 
anti-systemic (Sartori 1976).

This liberal conception of democracy, however, does not suffi ciently 
refl ect the real functioning of democracy in any periods of its existence. 
As we are going to see, in the rest of this volume, really existing democ-
racy incorporates institutions based upon different principles of legitima-
tion. Referendums, considered as a residual vestige of direct democratic 
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procedures, are spreading, and so are institutions based on principles of 
restricted delegation or including representatives chosen by lot (see, e.g., 
chapter 9). Moreover, that conception is partial as it implicitly looks at 
the public institutions as the only democratic arena. Research on social 
movements, but also on political parties, called instead for attention to 
be paid to the many arenas in which democratic forms are based upon 
different principles from the liberal ones. Mechanisms of institutional 
accountability, through control by the people as the source of democratic 
legitimacy, require (many and varied) societal institutions that work as 
channels of political communication and socialization to the public good. 
Not only (negative) controls but also (positive) stimuli have to come from 
the citizens continuously if good decisions are to be made. Along the 
same lines, research on the long processes of fi rst democratization stressed 
the importance of non-electoral circuits for the functioning of the demo-
cratic state. The infl uence of protest in regimes with restricted electoral 
participation did not operate through elections, even though the parlia-
ments were targets of claims-making. In fact, in their concrete evolution, 
the existing democratic states and societies have amended the ideal-
typical principles of liberal democracy, mixing them with others, linked 
to other conceptions of democracy.

The liberal conception of democracy has been, fi rst of all, challenged 
by a participatory one. Recognizing the existence of deep confl icts in 
society, the theorists of participatory democracy have stressed the impor-
tance of involving citizens beyond elections (Arnstein 1969; Pateman 
1970; Barber 2003). Participation in different forms and in different 
moments of the democratic process is in fact considered as positive both 
for individuals, who are socialized to visions of the public good, and 
for the very political institutions, as it might lead to increased trust 
and support for them. Challengers to the elites, in particular – from the 
labour movement to the most recent indignados – have nurtured a 
participatory vision, extending the forms of legitimate political involve-
ment well beyond the vote. Conceptions of democracy as open partici-
pation tend, in fact, to limit the functions of delegates and instead 
expand (assembleary) arenas for decisions open to all. Moreover, the 
space for politics broadens in participatory visions, as democracy is 
considered as fundamental not only in parliaments, but also in civil 
society organizations: from parties to social movements, from working 
places to neighbourhoods. While collective identities are still, as in the 
liberal model, formed outside of the democratic process, and might lead 
to confl ictual interests, agreement on the basic principles of decision 
making is a precondition for managing those confl icts peacefully.

Beyond the set of criticisms addressed to delegation, there is also one 
addressed to the principle of the majority vote. A second alternative to 
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liberal conceptions of democracy has, in fact, stressed the importance of 
the communicative dimension. Decisions are, in this sense, not made by 
counting votes, but rather through the more complex process in which 
opinions are formed. While liberal democracy assumes a political market 
in which candidates try to sell their products to electors, who already 
have their preferences, the liberal-deliberative conception of democracy 
is most attentive to the way in which those preferences are formed. The 
assumption is, in fact, that decisions are more legitimate and, addition-
ally, better, the more interests and collective identities emerge – at least 
in part – throughout a high-quality deliberative process. In Habermas’ 
(1981) theorization, deliberation should be based on communicative 
rationality, through an exchange of opinion based on reasons. While the 
extent to which deliberation implies the actual building of consensus is 
debatable (Dryzek 2010), good communication certainly implies a rec-
ognition of the others’, and an open-minded assessment of one’s own, 
reasons. With this in mind, the theorists of deliberation have looked at 
the ways in which preferences are formed within democratic institutions 
(Dryzek 2000a, 79). Even though the decision process often ends up with 
a vote, democracy should not, however, be identifi ed with the principle 
that the majority wins over the minority. What counts as democratic is 
rather the possibility, during the democratic process, for holders of dif-
ferent points of view to interact and reciprocally transform each other’s 
views. Empirical research on deliberative democracy has looked at delib-
eration within political parties (Teorell 1999), parliaments (Steiner et al. 
2004), public journalism (Dzur 2002), cyberspace (Dahlberg 2001; 
Gimmler 2001), the European public sphere (Schutter 2002; Chalmers 
2003), citizens’ juries (Smith and Wales 2000), deliberative pollings 
(Fishkin 2003), referendums (Uhr 2000) and social movement organiza-
tions (della Porta 2009a and 2009b).

Combining both criticisms of the liberal conceptions of democracy, 
a fourth model of democracy stresses participative-deliberative qualities. 
In political theory, the feminist critique of Habermas has, in fact, stressed 
the importance of looking not only outside public institutions, but also 
beyond a mass-mediatic public sphere, creating places in which the 
weakest groups in particular can be empowered. Free spaces, with high-
quality communication, are here considered as fundamental for the 
formation of collective identities. Not the bourgeoisie, but rather the 
subaltern classes are seen as the carriers of this democratic vision. The 
most recent waves of social movements, in particular, from the global 
justice movement to Occupy Wall Street, tried to put these norms into 
practice, by creating public forums, open to the participation of all citi-
zens, in which a plurality of opinions is represented. The public sphere 
is here considered as a confl ictual space, but there is also a refl ection 
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on the conditions for the formation of collective identities during the 
democratic process.

This volume

In what follows, I aim to bridge theory and empirical evidence, debates 
on democracy and debates on social movements, in order to look at the 
normative characteristics of these four different models, but also at their 
historical evolution. In this sense, I will seek to move beyond the gap 
that exists between normative theory and empirical studies, responsible 
for a lack of comparative studies, informed by theory, on democratic 
innovations (Smith 2009, 8; also Shapiro 2003). That gap is linked to 
the separation between the institutional analysis of democracy and the 
analysis of democratic principles, as if they belonged to two different 
worlds (Beetham 1999, 29). I will try, therefore, to contribute to the 
dialogue between normative theories and empirical explanations, whose 
absence, or at least weakness, has been seen as a considerable obstacle 
to progress in the analysis of democracy (Smith 2009, 9).

As will be seen, not only the conceptions but also the institutions of 
democracy themselves have been transformed to include, with differing 
levels of tension and in different balances, diverse understandings of 
democracy. After presenting the challenges to the liberal model (chapter 
2), I will introduce conceptions and practices of participatory and delib-
erative democracy (chapters 3 and 4, respectively), with particular atten-
tion to the role of social movements as promoters of another democracy. 
Later on, I will address the use of new media in the search for new 
forms of participation and deliberation (chapter 5), the challenge of 
building a global democracy (chapter 6), and the contribution of social 
movements to the democratization process (chapter 7). Chapters 8 and 
9 look at two, very different, state responses to social movement chal-
lenges, in the forms of protest policing and institutional experiments 
aimed at innovating democracy.



Liberal Democracy: 
Evolution and Challenges

2

The idea of popular sovereignty found historical expression in two 
different ways. The fi rst was the right to vote, the right of citizens to 
choose their own leaders. This was the most direct expression of the 
democratic principle. But the power to vote periodically and thus 
bestow legitimacy to an elected government is almost always accom-
panied by a wish to exercise a more permanent form of control over 
the government thus elected. (Rosanvallon 2006, 12)

This is how French sociologist Pierre Rosanvallon reminds us of the 
different legitimating pillars of democracy. In political discourse, as well 
as in the mainstream social sciences, the attention is focused in a more 
and more narrow (and myopic) way on a liberal conception of demo-
cracy. As we are going to see in this chapter, it is mainly this conception 
that has been challenged by recent transformations. Saving democracy 
implies therefore the recognition and implementation of different demo-
cratic models. In this chapter, I shall present some tenets of the liberal 
conception of democracy and its evolution. I shall then discuss the 
challenges that developments such as the weakening of the identifying 
capacity of the political parties, the shifting of power to international 
organizations, and the retrenchment of the welfare state bring about 
for liberal democracy. Finally, I’ll mention, however, some opportunities 
for different models of democracy, to be discussed in the following 
chapters.
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The conception of liberal democracy: an introduction

Robert Dahl, one of the most infl uential political scientists in the fi eld, 
has defi ned the fundamental characteristic of democracy as ‘the continu-
ing responsiveness of the government to the preferences of its citizens, 
considered as political equals’ (1971, 1). This defi nition underlines a 
normative element: it is affi rmed, that is, that democracy should involve 
a necessary correspondence between politicians’ decisions and the wishes 
of the population. Moving to empirical research, Dahl has also sug-
gested, however, that a series of procedures guarantees the response 
capacity of democracy.

A government capable of responding to the preferences of its citizens 
should guarantee that each is able:

 1. to formulate their own preferences;
 2. to present them to their fellow citizens and to the government via 

recourse to individual and collective action;
 3. to ensure that their preferences are ‘weighed equally in the conduct 

of the government, that is, weighted with no discrimination because 
of the content or source of the preference’ (Dahl 1971, 2).

For these three conditions to be achieved, according to Dahl (1971), 
eight constitutional guarantees must be in place:

 1. the freedom to form and join organizations
 2. the freedom of expression
 3. the right to vote
 4. the right to compete for support and votes
 5. eligibility for political roles
 6. alternative sources of information
 7. free and fair elections
 8. institutions that make the government dependent on the vote and 

other forms of expression of political preferences.

Elections play indeed a very central role in the defi nition of liberal 
democracy – in particular in the passage from normative to procedural 
defi nitions of democracy. In this conception, those regimes that guarantee 
the right to vote to all citizens are thus democratic. Elections and institu-
tions constituted by elected members are considered as indispensable 
guarantees for democracy: ‘a representative system cannot exist without 
periodic elections used to render those who govern responsible before 
those who are governed . . . a political system is qualifi ed as representative 
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when honest electoral practices assure a reasonable level of responsive-
ness among governors before the governed’ (Sartori 1990, 230).

In order for there to be democracy, elections must be competitive, 
fair and recurrent. It is not, in fact, suffi cient for there to be elections 
– elections must involve real competition among the candidates, the 
competition must be fair, and the elections must be repeated regularly 
(in order that those elected know they must give account to electors 
for their actions within a certain amount of time). Elections must 
therefore function as elements of accountability, obligating the principal 
actors in the government – given that democracy involves an institu-
tionalized system of representation, ‘realised through the free electoral 
designation of certain fundamental organs (mostly parliaments)’ (Cotta 
1990, 933).

Liberal democracy is certainly representative, locating in representa-
tive institutions the possibility of limiting the risks linked to the power 
elections confer on the masses, considered as ignorant and potentially 
dangerous. Democracy here is conceived as the right of the citizenship 
to participate in the determination of the collective will through the 
mediation of elected representatives (Held, 1997, 168). It is not accident 
that John Stuart Mill underlined the difference between controlling the 
government and exercising the functions of government, leaving the 
latter to specialists. Although citizens participate in the selection of rep-
resentatives, the principle of an unbinding mandate defends the capacity 
of the latter to make their decisions autonomously. Many theorists of a 
liberal model of democracy have explicitly defi ned direct democracy as 
unrealistic, especially when the territory to govern exceeds a certain 
size or when there is a high qualitative differentiation of administrative 
functions (Weber 1974, 256).

In this vision, electoral competition is central to the functioning of the 
cycle of electoral control. According to Sartori, democracy is an ethical-
political system in which the infl uence of the majority is based on the 
power conferred on minorities, in competition among themselves, 
through elections (Sartori 1969, 105). Democracy, then, requires com-
petition in the electoral market as the mechanism to attribute power to 
the people and to enact the responsiveness of the leader (Sartori 1987, 
156). Political parties fulfi l a fundamental function in implementing the 
principle of electoral responsibility, structuring the competition. Since 
they are present in the long term, they give the elector the possibility to 
judge, and eventually punish, those responsible for bad government.

Simplifying greatly, competition and electoral accountability are 
central to the realization of individual autonomy aspired to in the con-
ception of liberal democracy. An effect of this should be the realization 
of a certain level of responsiveness to the preferences of citizens (Dahl 
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1970), normally operationalized as the preferences of the majority, but 
including the protection of the basic rights of minorities.

Liberal democracy does not, however, rely on electoral legitimation 
alone – so the observation that ‘in democracy the majority wins’ is inac-
curate. A widespread constitutional conception underlines the necessity 
of limiting every type of power, including that of representative organs, 
by submitting it to the law. Liberal democracies in fact subordinate the 
power of the majority to judicial control regarding respect for the law 
and the constitution (Kelsen 1995, 123).

In democracy, obtaining the majority in parliament confers the right 
to decide on many things, but not on everything. Principally, liberal 
democracies exclude decisions that can contribute to corrupting the 
democratic rules of the game (Bobbio 1983, 316). Minorities are pro-
tected through the constitutionalization of some rights – that is, the 
protection of some fundamental elements of the social pact that democ-
racies are based upon from the whims of majorities. As Morlino notes, 
even though allowing for a large indeterminancy in decisions to be taken, 
‘this uncertainty is always relative and cannot exceed certain boundaries’ 
that are defi ned in the ‘compromise agreement which recognizes the col-
lectively accepted rules for the peaceful resolution of confl icts between 
social, politically represented and signifi cant parties’ (Morlino 2011, 
30–1).

Similarly, in what has been called the genetic defi nition of democracy, 
democracy is considered as that bundle of norms and procedures that 
derive from a compromise oriented to the peaceful solution of the ten-
sions that emerge among relevant actors in a specifi c political system (for 
example, Przeworski 1991, 26–34).

Even if we speak of competition (above all between parties) and of 
majority and opposition, the liberal conception of democracy is founded 
on the recognition of individual rights, while confl icts between collective 
actors tend to be considered as pathological. Citizens with a base of 
similar values, interested principally in their own material wellbeing, 
have the power to decide between political leaders in constant competi-
tion amongst each other. Indeed, the need for generally shared values is 
often affi rmed, even if there are ever-increasing doubts as to the real 
extent to which these are shared in contemporary democracies (Held 
1997). As David Held observes, in this competitive elitism, ‘the sole role 
of the elector is to accept or reject one boss over another. The boss 
guarantees order and the capacity to manage the complexity of the politi-
cal world; the vote of the electorate supplies legitimacy to subsequent 
political action’ (1997, 265). Competition must however be limited on 
some themes. As summed up by David Held, ‘the competition between 
rival leaders and parties must regard a relatively limited range of political 
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questions: these must be reciprocally bound by consensus on the overall 
orientation of national politics, on a reasonable parliamentary pro-
gramme and on general constitutional business’ (1997, 266).

In this vision, participation must be limited and channelled in order 
to avoid an overload in demands, particularly from infantile citizens. 
Indeed, J. A. Schumpeter underlined that ‘the electors must respect the 
division of labour between themselves and the politicians they elect. They 
must not withdraw their trust too easily in the interval between one elec-
tion and another and they must understand that from the moment they 
have elected someone, political action is his competence and not theirs’ 
(1967, 280–1). Even letters and petitions would, in this view, reduce the 
necessary freedom of action of the representative (1967, 280–1).

According to a much discussed study, in the 1970s it was the growth 
in participation that threatened the ‘disintegration of the civil order, the 
breakdown of social discipline, the debility of leaders, and the alienation 
of citizens’ (Crozier, Huntington and Watakuni 1975, 2). The govern-
ments of the United States and European democracies were described 
here as being subjected to excessive stress as a result of the growth in 
participation, seen as a challenge to institutions. According to Hunting-
ton (1975, 37–8), the problem of Western governments derived from an 
‘excess of democracy’: ‘The effective operation of a democratic political 
system normally requires some measure of apathy and disengagement in 
the population. The vulnerability of the democratic government in the 
United States derives from the internal dynamics of democracy in a 
highly educated, mobilized and participatory society.’ The paradox was 
that it was precisely those most educated groups that seemed to present 
the greatest danger for democracy – as they were the ones that placed 
most demands on the system.

The emergence of democracy in the liberal state

The history of democratic regimes, defi ned by the right to vote for all 
citizens, is brief. As observed by Dahl (1998, 5–6), ‘if we accept universal 
adult suffrages as a requirement of democracy, there would be some 
persons in practically every democratic country who would be older than 
their democratic system of government’. The concept of democracy has, 
however, a history thousands of years long.

Democracy, as developed in the last century, has some distant pre-
decessors where the fi rst rumblings of democracy developed. Some of the 
independent cities in Greece and the Roman republic in 500 BC are in 
fact often referred to as examples of forms of government that foresaw 
the participation of a consistent number of citizens. Specifi cally, in Athens 
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between 500 and 300 BC, an assembly open to all those who enjoyed 
the status of citizens assigned some administrative posts, while others 
were decided by drawing lots. Limited forms of popular government 
were also seen in ancient Rome up to 100 BC. After 1,200 years, forms 
of popular participation in government then re-emerged, in particular in 
the city-states of northern Italy, and survived for around two centuries 
(Dahl 1998).

These fi rst experiences did not, however, include some of those 
accountable institutions which are fundamental to the defi nition of a 
regime as democratic (in particular a parliament elected by universal 
suffrage), which were, instead, (slowly) developing beginning in Great 
Britain, Scandinavia, Switzerland and the Netherlands.

The study of ‘fi rst democratization’ has focused in fact on the exten-
sion of political rights and the institutions linked to them. In an impor-
tant piece of comparative work on different countries, the Norwegian 
political scientist Stein Rokkan spoke of institutional thresholds that 
each political movement had to pass in order to be fully integrated into 
democratic institutions. Similar to locks on a canal, these institutional 
thresholds allow for the growth of new actors that will then fl ow into 
institutions, but also allow the tide to be stemmed and the waves to be 
contained. Each rising political movement must pass through a series of 
locks, moving along the road that leads to the heart of the political 
system and the central arena of the decision-making process (1982, 142). 
There are four ‘locks’ or institutional thresholds: the legitimation thresh-
old, linked to the right to express one’s own ideas and to organize; the 
incorporation threshold, linked to the capacity to infl uence the choices 
of representatives; the representation threshold, linked to entrance into 
parliament; the executive power threshold, linked to the capacity to 
control the government.

During this process, the very quality of liberal democracy changes: 
extremely important for the quality and stability of democracy is the 
timing – that is temporal evolution – of the passing of the various thresh-
olds. Rokkan presents the objectives of his research as follows:

• Regarding the legitimation threshold: at what moment in the 
history of the formation of the state and the construction of the 
nation did the effective recognition of the rights of petition, criti-
cism and demonstrations against the regime take place?

• Regarding the incorporation threshold: how much time passed 
before formal rights to participate in choosing representatives were 
granted to the supporters of the opposition movements?

• Regarding the representation threshold: what barriers prevented 
the representation in parliament of the new movements and when 
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and in what ways were they lowered, facilitating the conquest of 
seats in the legislative assembly?

• Regarding the executive power threshold: how much were the 
executive organs infl uenced by the legislature, and how much time 
was needed before the parliamentary force could be transformed 
into direct infl uence on the decision-making process of the execu-
tive, through proportional rule and cabinet responsibility towards 
parliamentary majorities? (1982, 142)

The temporal evolution of passing the fi rst two thresholds is linked, 
according to Rokkan, to elements such as the level of territorial consoli-
dation in the Middle Ages and the continuity of medieval organs of 
representation. Electoral systems and executive accountability also vary 
subsequently, infl uenced by the dimensions of the country as well as 
specifi c historical circumstances.

The affi rmation of liberal democracy followed diverse paths. In Robert 
Dahl’s analyses, these can be distinguished based on the two principal 
theoretical dimensions of his concept of democracy:

 1. the right to opposition, which refers to the level at which a series 
of constitutional guarantees ‘are openly available, publicly employed 
and fully guaranteed to at least some members of the political 
system who wish to contest the conduct of the government’ (Dahl 
1971, 4);

 2. the level of inclusion, that is the proportion of citizens to whom 
rights of opposition are guaranteed – as ‘regimes also vary in the 
proportion of the population entitled to participate on a more or 
less equal plane in controlling and contesting the conduct of the 
government’ (1971, 4).

Crossing the two dimensions, Dahl constructs a typology of political 
regimes, distinguishing:

• closed hegemonies, where no citizen has any right to opposition;
• competitive oligarchies, where strictly defi ned groups have a right to 

opposition;
• inclusive hegemonies, where low level participation is granted to all 

citizens;
• polyarchies, with wide-ranging opposition rights granted to all.

Dahl has defi ned the concession of opposition rights as liberaliza-
tion, and the extension of those rights to the majority of the popula-
tion as inclusion, or participation. Historically, the evolution of the 
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two dimensions has not been in parallel. Paths of democratization – 
that is evolution towards polyarchies – have been varied.

In a fi rst path, liberalization precedes inclusion: ‘a) a closed hegemony 
increases opportunities for public contestation and thus is transformed 
into a competitive oligarchy; b) the competitive oligarchy is then trans-
formed into a polyarchy by increasing the inclusiveness of the regime’. 
The English case is an example of liberalization, with the widening of 
opposition rights preceding the extension of participation: the opposition 
system was in fact well developed before the concession of universal 
suffrage. There was therefore an intermediate passage from a closed 
hegemony to a competitive oligarchy.

In the second path inclusion precedes liberalization: ‘a) a closed 
hegemony becomes inclusive; b) the inclusive hegemony is then trans-
formed into a polyarchy by increasing opportunities for public contesta-
tion’. The evolution towards polyarchy took place via a path that 
privileged inclusion in diverse countries, with an intermediate passage 
from closed hegemony to inclusive hegemony, principally through the 
extension of a single right of opposition: the vote.

In the third path there is a ‘short cut’, with a direct passage from 
closed hegemony to polyarchy. In these cases, ‘a closed hegemony is 
abruptly transformed into a polyarchy by a sudden grant of universal 
suffrage and rights of public contestation’ (1971, 34).

According to Dahl, the fi rst type of path has been the healthiest for 
democracy, allowing the gradual socialization of new groups to the rules 
of the game. Indeed, this applies for the oldest and most stable poly-
archies, where ‘the rules, the practices, and the culture of competitive 
politics developed fi rst among a small elite’ (1971, 36). In these cases, 
the sometimes bitter confl ict surrounding democratization was ‘restrained 
by ties of friendship, family, interest, class and ideology that pervaded 
the restricted group of notables that dominated the political life of the 
country. Later, as additional social strata were admitted into politics they 
were more easily socialized into the norms and practices of competitive 
politics already developed among the elites’ (1971, 36). The second path 
was generally more risky: ‘When the suffrage is extended before the arts 
of competitive politics have been mastered and accepted as legitimate 
among the élites, the search for a system of mutual guarantees is likely 
to be complex and time consuming’ (1971, 38). The short cuts have only 
rarely led to stable polyarchies. Unfortunately, while the liberalization 
path is the best for allowing the elaboration of a system of reciprocal 
guarantees that stabilize the regime, this is no longer a realistic option 
for contemporary non-democratic regimes (1971, 39).

Different paths towards democracies of different qualities are also 
described in other accounts of fi rst democratization. Again in Dahl, 
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democratization is a long process, during which degrees of inclusion and 
participation vary, together with the very quality of liberal democracy. 
Historical sociologists have also noted that the different and more or less 
easy paths of democratization have been infl uenced by some socio-
economic structures. In a wide-ranging historical study covering many 
countries, Barrington Moore demonstrates how some socio-economic 
confi gurations have been more favourable to the development of liberal 
democracy. In his work, three roads to modern society are identifi ed: 
‘The earliest one combined capitalism and parliamentary democracy 
after a series of revolutions: the Puritan revolution, the French revolu-
tion, and the American civil war . . . The second path was also a capitalist 
one, but, in the absence of a strong revolutionary surge, it passed through 
reactionary political forms to culminate in fascism. . . The third route is 
of course the communist one’ (1973, 413).

Only in the fi rst path does modernization pass via the development 
of democracy, defi ned as

a long and certainly incomplete struggle to do three closely related 
things: 1) to check arbitrary rulers; 2) to replace arbitrary rules with 
just and rational ones; 3) to obtain a share for the underlying popula-
tion in the making of rules. The beheading of kings has been the most 
dramatic and by no means the least important aspect of the fi rst 
feature. Efforts to establish the rule of law, the power of the legislature, 
and later to use the state as an engine for social welfare are familiar 
and famous aspects of the other two. (1969, 414)

The factors that favoured the affi rmation of democracy in Western 
Europe were multiple. In the fi rst place, absolute monarchy fi lled an 
important function in ‘checking the turbulence of the nobility. Demo-
cracy could not grow and fl ourish under the shadow of prospective 
plunder and pillage by marauding barons’ (1969, 417). On the other 
hand, however, the presence of a nobility strong enough to counterbal-
ance the power of the monarchy was also an important element for 
the development of democracy. From the feudal relationship of vassal-
age, typical of the medieval Europe, both the idea of the right to 
resistance to unjust authority and the conception of a contract as a 
reciprocal commitment, freely entered into by free persons, were main-
tained. This permitted ‘that delicate balance [. . .] between too much 
and too little royal power which gave an important impetus to par-
liamentary democracy’ (1969, 415–6) to exist in Western Europe. 
Indeed, ‘In early modern times too, a decisive precondition for modern 
democracy has been the emergence of a rough balance between the 
crown and the nobility, in which the royal power predominated but 
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left a substantial degree of independence to the nobility’ (1969, 417, 
emphasis added).

A fi nal element that favoured democracy was the existence of a numer-
ous and vigorous urban bourgeoisie – ‘No bourgeoisie, no democracy’ 
(1969). As various scholars agree, the bourgeoisie in fact had an interest 
in the development of a series of individual rights – fi rst and foremost 
rights to private property and concluding contracts – that indirectly 
favoured the development of political rights.

And, again, democracy was facilitated by the mercantile evolution of 
the landed aristocracy – a typically English phenomenon. The need to 
fi nd money to pay rising taxes and the development of trade with cities 
pushed the English aristocracy towards a form of mercantile agriculture 
that in fact liberated peasants from many of the constraints of subjuga-
tion to lords and created solidarity with the interests of the emerging 
bourgeoisie in the cities.

If the alliance between city and countryside helped democratic evolu-
tion, a necessary condition to the development of democracy was in any 
case the absence of a coalition between the aristocracy and the bourgeoi-
sie against peasants and workers.

In the historical experience of Great Britain, France and the United 
States, fi nally, violent revolutions formed part of the process of indus-
trialization and democratization which took place via the weakening 
of the power of the agrarian elite and the destruction of peasant society. 
The revolutionary break with the past is thus seen as another necessary 
characteristic for the development of democracy.

Various studies have also emphasized how the development of democ-
racy was closely linked to some paths of construction of the nation 
state. If ‘the state makes war, but wars make states’, some of the main 
stages of development of democracy and mass politics have also been 
reached through the recognition of ever greater rights for citizens. 
Indeed, ‘it was in the interests of a State that confronted other States 
to have well fed soldiers and healthy workers with none of the problems 
of old age’ (Pizzorno 2010, xxiii). This served not only to keep soldiers 
quiet and tamed through material advantages, but also to construct 
collective identities that legitimated the state’s demand for loyalty.

The recognition of these rights, as we will see in the next chapter, 
contributed to a profound transformation of the democratic institutions 
that were initially founded upon elitist and individualist conceptions. The 
elitist conception of representation, present in the fi rst French and Ameri-
can republics, is explicit in the often cited affi rmation by James Madison, 
‘To the people of the state of New York’ published in the Federalist, 
which defi nes elections as an instrument ‘to refi ne and enlarge the public 
views, by passing them through the medium of a chosen body of citizens, 
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whose wisdom may best discern the true interest of their country, and 
whose patriotism and love of justice will be least likely to sacrifi ce it to 
temporary or partial considerations’ (in Sintomer 2007, 37). In contrast, 
drawing lots, as was already done in some local contexts, was rapidly 
abandoned insofar as it risked giving power not to the best, but to 
common citizens. It was not by chance that, in the nineteenth century, 
it was the Left that defended the institution of the popular jury, including 
their use in judicial proceedings, which conservatives considered instead 
as technically incapable and prone to emotional infl uence (2007).

Democratic states were also born with an idea of democracy as linked 
to individual rights and/or negative freedom. As David Held observed 
(1997, 138), the theorists of liberal democracy (from Jeremy Bentham 
to J. S. Mill, to utilitarians in general) have justifi ed the liberal state on 
the basis of its capacity to secure ‘for individuals those conditions that 
are necessary to follow their own interests without the risk of arbitrary 
political interference, to participate freely in economic transactions, 
exchange labour and goods on the market and appropriate resources 
in a private manner’. In the nineteenth-century conception of liberalism, 
‘the state was to play the role of arbitrator and guarantor while indi-
viduals pursued their interests in civil society according to the rules of 
competition and free exchange’ (1997, 238).

All concerted action in the pursuit of specifi c interests (wages, working 
conditions) remained illegal for a long time. Indeed, the conception of 
the state as guarantor was accompanied by intolerance towards those 
who contested some of its rules: ‘Those that threatened the security of 
property, or the market society, threatened the realization of the public 
good’ (Held 1997, 138–9).

The dominant Enlightenment discourse of the French revolution sup-
ported individual freedom and competition, opposing trade corporations 
and proclaiming individual liberty (Sewell 1980, 73). Private property 
was defended as deriving from men’s work, in nature, preceding the 
intervention of the state; society was presented as a voluntary act of 
association between independent individuals. Suppressed by the Turgot 
edict of 1776, corporations were in that discourse considered as respon-
sible, by blocking trade and industry, not only for causing prices to rise, 
but also for depriving many of the right to work. After the French revo-
lution, there were in fact several attempts to destroy the traditional 
corporatist order in favour of a society based instead on individuals, 
contracts and private property (1980, 167). Consequently, the Le Chape-
lier law affi rmed the right to meet as private citizens, but not as members 
of corporations, for the promotion of common interests. In the constitu-
ent assembly, in fact, the right to work outranked the right to association, 
the masters won over the workers (1980, 167).
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In England too civil and religious freedoms were linked to free 
trade (Thompson 1991, 57), and individual freedoms did not at fi rst 
include a full right of association. Tom Paine, while promoting social 
measures that could reduce disorder and thus legitimize the govern-
ment, did not think any state intervention on private property wise 
(1991, 105). Here, as well, individual freedoms did not initially 
include a full right of association. The Combination Acts of 1799–
1800 banned the trade unions, and the Seditious Societies Act of 
1799 confi rmed opposition to national associations, making, e.g., 
the Corresponding societies, that were pushing for a constitution, 
illegal.

This conception of liberalism accompanies a specifi c vision of society 
as composed of individuals possessing prevalently material interests. As 
David Held writes, ‘democracy is a logical necessary requirement for the 
direction of a society now free from tradition and absolute power, in 
which individuals with enlightened desires constitute a mass of con-
sumers whose aim is to obtain the maximum of private satisfaction’ 
(1997, 140).

Transformations in democracy: the challenges

In the next chapters we are going to see how the liberal model of 
democracy was, de facto, bridged with other democratic conceptions 
– such as participatory and deliberative ones – in the institutional evo-
lution of really existing democracies. As liberal democracy remained 
dominant, an understanding of contemporary challenges requires an 
assessment of the mechanisms which needed to function in order for 
liberal democracy to be legitimate. I suggest below that three such 
mechanisms were necessary. First, liberal democracies needed function-
ing political parties as actors that could implement the principles of 
electoral accountability. Second, the majoritarian assumption needed a 
nation state as defi ning the border of the demos in whose name (and 
interest) decisions were made. Third, and more subtly, even though 
liberal democracy did not call for social justice, it still relied upon the 
assumption that political equality was to reduce social inequality that 
otherwise risked undermining the very principle of free access to politi-
cal rights. The liberal form of democracy developed, that is, in contexts 
characterized by well-established welfare states, party democracies and 
the full sovereignty of the nation state.

At the turn of the millennium, these conditions have, however, been 
challenged as neoliberal globalization, as well as other general evolutions 
in contemporary democracies, have produced:
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• A shift of power from parties (and representative institutions) to the 
executive;

• A shift of power from the nation state to international governmental 
organizations (IGOs);

• A shift of power from the state to the market, which also implies 
a shift from welfare state to warfare state.

Even though these are neither complete nor natural or irreversible 
trends, they are, however, certainly challenges to the liberal model of 
democracy. In fact, they contributed to the shifts towards a neoliberal 
conception of democracy, based upon an elitist vision of electoral par-
ticipation for the mass of the citizens and free lobbying for stronger 
interests, along with low levels of state intervention (Crouch 2003, 5).

From the parties to the executive?

Competition between well-structured parties is an essential mechanism 
for electoral accountability as a legitimating device for liberal democracy. 
The assumption that elections give citizens the power to punish bad 
governors and confi rm good ones requires collective actors that are able 
to give transparency and, especially, continuity to the accountability 
process. Citizens need, that is, information from trusted sources, as well 
as a certain degree of continuity in the actors that are to be prized or 
punished. Additionally, as many aims cannot be achieved in the short 
term, citizens must trust some actors to interpret and promote their 
claims in a long-term perspective. Political parties have been pivotal in 
playing these functions, in what have been – not by chance – called party 
democracies.

Recent research has, however, repeatedly confi rmed a rapid decline in 
the capacity of political parties to function as mediators between the civil 
society and the political institutions (della Porta 2008). In particular, 
parties seem to have lost much of their ‘power of identifi cation’, that is, 
their capacity to function as powerful identifi ers, helping to defi ne long-
term collective identities (Pizzorno 1981). Analyses of political parties 
describe (with particular intensity after the Second World War) a progres-
sive rapprochement of parties to institutions, and their moving away 
from civil society. As Pizzorno has observed, parties maintain their func-
tion of selecting political personnel, but ‘political participation as a con-
tribution to proposals for the (re)organization of society no longer pass 
through parties, which see their associative and political socialization 
activities greatly reduced’ (1996, 1028). In fact, in the last quarter of the 
twentieth century and the fi rst decade of the new one, there has been a 
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substantial and growing disaffection with respect to numerous specifi c 
democratic institutions, and no institution is considered worse than 
parties (Diamond and Gunther 2001, ix; della Porta and Reiter 2012).

First of all, the trust of citizens in parties is dramatically falling. In 
seventeen of the nineteen democracies for which there were data, at the 
turn of the millennium the proportion of the population identifying with 
parties, along with attachment to parties, had declined (Diamond and 
Gunther 2001, ix). According to Eurobarometer data, the percentage of 
respondents declaring attachment to parties also dropped in almost all 
European countries between 1975 and 1992. The decline appeared par-
ticularly acute in countries such as Italy (where the percentage of inter-
viewees who declared themselves close to a party fell from 46 per cent 
in 1978 to 31 per cent in 1992), France (from 28 per cent to 16) and 
the Netherlands (from 40 per cent to 28 per cent). On average the 
percentage of European citizens close to parties fell from 37 to 29 per 
cent in the same period. In advanced democracies, the percentage of 
those who strongly identify with parties is in decline in all twenty-one 
countries analysed (Dalton 2004; see also della Porta 2001; Dalton and 
Wattemberg 2000). It has been noted that, in particular, the trust of 
electors in the competences and ability of their own parties decreased 
(as did the conviction that politicians listen to citizens) (Dalton 2004, 
28 and 149). The weakening of parties’ capacity to root themselves in 
civil society was particularly marked in Italy, where the proportion of 
members of the main political parties to voters collapsed from about 
12 in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, to around 9 in the 1970s and 1980s, 
then to 4 in the 1990s and 2000s (Raniolo 2007, 125). Apathy has also 
been singled out as an important characteristic of political culture in 
democratic countries such as the United States (Eliasoph 1998). In 
general, comparative research has indicated that, at the beginning of the 
new millennium, citizens have become more distant from political 
parties, more critical of elites and political institutions, and less positively 
oriented with respect to governments (Dalton 2004, 46).

Decline in trust had electoral effects. Research carried out on Austria, 
Germany, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, Switzerland and 
the United Kingdom indicates that the percentage of electors that has 
changed parties between one election and another (among those that 
voted at both elections) has increased constantly, passing from 11 per cent 
in 1950–4 to 26 per cent in 1990–4 (Lane and Ersson 1999, 195). In addi-
tion, another effect of the changes is the growth of electoral abstention. 
If we look at the trend of participation in elections in European countries 
between the period immediately after the Second World War and the end 
of the 1990s, despite noteworthy differences among countries, we note a 
downward trend, particularly strong in countries as different as Norway 
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(–9.8 per cent), Italy (–9.9 per cent), Ireland (–11 per cent), Finland (–16.9 
per cent) and the Netherlands (with –22.2 per cent).

With the parties reeling from declining trust and loyalty, party organi-
zation also changed. The centralization of decisions in the hands of a 
few visible leaders is intertwined with the merely formal involvement of 
members (considered mainly as card-payers). In particular, there is a 
much reduced number of and infl uence from the activists, normally 
considered more intransigent than both the leaders and the rank and fi le, 
and therefore as obstacles to moderate political choices (Crouch 2003). 
The personalization of leadership has led to talk of an Americanization 
of European parties, oriented more and more to an individualistic man-
agement of gains, and less and less to the creation of collective identities, 
progressively assimilated into the state (depending on the state for 
fi nances and profi ts) and less and less autonomous from public institu-
tions (Calise 2010). Party activists as channels of communication to 
potential voters are thus replaced by the mass media, in particular televi-
sion, which facilitate direct identifi cation of electors with leaders able to 
transmit a self-assured, confi dent and warm image, as well as to appro-
priate some relevant themes (Barisione 2007), thus side-stepping the 
mediation of the party. In this frame, the use of an ‘anti-political’ lan-
guage by leaders also becomes an instrument for reinforcing personalized 
leadership by politicians who underline, paradoxically, their estrange-
ment from politics (Campus 2006). Similarly, populist appeals (to the 
people against the elites) by parties (prevalently, but not only from the 
Centre-Right) seek to utilize low party identifi cation and mistrust in 
institutional politics to create an electoral following. In a vicious circle, 
the decrease in trust and identifi cation in parties could lead to further 
personalization as a strategy to win back consent (Diamanti 2007), 
especially (but not only) from the most socially marginalized and least 
politically interested electors.

While parties appear less and less able to mediate between the state 
and the society in the most advanced democracies, cynicism towards 
them is very widespread in new democracies as well. As Philippe 
Schmitter observes, however – unfortunately for the prestige of their 
discipline – political scientists are not sure about what to do to ‘fi x 
the parties’ (Schmitter 2001, 67), and, with them, the basis of the 
legitimacy and effi ciency of liberal democracy.

From the national to the international

Liberal democracy developed within national borders that defi ned the 
community whose (majoritarian) will had to be represented. Political 
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rights were part and parcel of national citizenship, and often jealously 
protected: not by chance, they have often been the last type of citizens’ 
rights to be granted to non-national residents. Liberal democracy applied 
only within national borders, and states were the only recognized actors 
of international politics. In the realist approach, long dominant in the 
discipline of international relations, states are considered to compete 
amongst themselves in different forms in the name of their national 
interests inside a wholly anarchic system. This vision has, however, been 
challenged from various points of view.

First of all, an increasing relevance of international politics is shown 
by the growth in the number of international organizations (from 37 in 
1909 to 350 in 1995 – see Princen and Finger 1994, 1), international 
agreements (from 15,000 in 1960 to 55,000 in 1997), of international 
conferences (from a couple per year in the nineteenth century to about 
4,000 per year at the end of the twentieth century). The number of 
international agreements at the United Nations increased from the 8,776 
registered at the end of 1960 to the 63,419 registered in March 2010 
(http://treaties.un.org/pages/Home.aspx?lang=en).1

What is more, there are indicators of an increasing power for some 
of these international organizations. In particular, international fi nancial 
institutions have made economic help conditional upon national govern-
ments accepting some specifi c policies. The World Bank (WB) and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) – during the Cold War accused of 
distributing help according to political loyalty (Thacker 1998) – increased 
their power of injunction through the negotiation of structural adjust-
ment programmes with debtor countries. At the end of the 1990s, half 
of the world’s population and two-thirds of its countries were subject to 
the infl uence of those two institutions (Pieper and Taylor 1998). With 
its growing involvement in liberalization policies (in Eastern Europe but 
also, e.g., in Greece), the IMF linked provision of long-term loans to the 
approval of its plans for liberalization, deregulation, privatization and 
fi scal reform (O’Brian et al. 2000, 162). As for the WB, since the late 
1970s the move from fi nancing development projects to supporting 
structural adjustment has brought about an attempt at reorganizing 
domestic economies, with ‘considerable infl uence on the daily lives of 
the world’s population’ (2000, 11). Also macro-regional organizations 
(e.g. the European Union) increased their sanction capacity, as is seen 
very clearly in the conditionalities imposed on member states who want 
access to some form of fi nancial support.

Furthermore, there has been a change in the internal decision making 
of some of these international organizations. While the majority of them 
still function mainly as meeting places and discussion forums where deci-
sions are taken unanimously and then ratifi ed by national organs, there 
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is a growing number of supranational organizations within which deci-
sions binding for all member states are made on a majority basis. Vis-à-
vis its predecessor, the GATT, the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
dispute settlement procedures moved from a system of negotiation to 
one of adjudication (O’Brian et al. 2000, 71).

International organizations have thus contributed to the spread of 
international regulations and norms that in some cases supersede 
national sovereignty. As has often been pointed out, ‘no offi cial author-
ity controls states in the contemporary world system, but many are 
subject to powerful unoffi cial forces, pressures and infl uences that pen-
etrate the supposed hard shell of the state’ (Russett and Starr 1996, 
62). Increasing acknowledgement of global interdependences has con-
tributed to the creation of supranational norms that, as in the case of 
the human rights regime, help to defend some citizens’ rights, especially 
against authoritarian regimes. At the same time, some international 
organizations became norm entrepreneurs for neoliberal visions, privi-
leging deregulation and reducing social services. A neoliberal model in 
fact implies an elitarian conception of citizens’ participation, and yet a 
large sphere of infl uence for the lobbies which represent strong interests 
(Crouch 2003, 5). Market deregulation and the privatization of public 
services are not ‘natural’ effects of technological development, but a 
strategy adopted and defended by international fi nancial institutions 
and by the governments of the most powerful nations (in particular 
through the G7 and the G8) to the advantage of multinational corpora-
tions. As Colin Crouch (2003, 95) has observed, the establishment 
of the ideology of a free market has clearly been facilitated by the 
WTO, whose ‘postdemocratic’ aim is the liberalization of international 
exchanges of goods and services. Neoliberal globalization, therefore, is 
a matter not only of new technologies and modes of production, but 
also of the political tools set in place to regulate and reproduce this 
social structure through, among other things, the proliferation of inter-
national organizations (Beck 1999; Boli and Thomas 1999). Labels such 
as ‘judicial globalization’ refl ect the expansion of international courts 
(Zolo 2004, 96).

Finally, while the types of recognized actors in international arenas go 
well beyond states (see below), there is a growing politicization of inter-
national relations, in the sense of its increased contestation, but also the 
emergence of a world order based on the diffusion of shared norms. As 
observed by Zürn, Binder and Ecker-Ehrhardt, politicization means 
entrance into the political sub-system, which is characterized by the pres-
ence of ‘public communication and by contestation about the common 
good and collectively binding decisions necessary to advance it. . . . In 
brief then, politicization means making a matter an object of public 
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discussion about collectively binding decision making’ (2010, 7). In fact, 
a shift from hegemony to contestation has been observed in the confi gu-
ration of discourses that address international issues – among them, 
nowadays, international political economy, in particular (Dryzek 2010, 
183). The scope of the debates, in terms of issues addressed, increased 
in fact together with the number of actors participating in them 
(2010, 185).

This does not mean, of course, that states (especially some of them) 
have no power left. First of all, the growing political globalization is not 
particularly related to technological challenges and opportunities or 
market dynamics. It is rather the product of political decisions that the 
states (especially some of them) participated in. The liberalization of 
trade and particularly of fi nancial markets is driven by political actors 
within single states (and in particular within the most powerful one, the 
United States) – as well as by the mentioned international actors. More-
over, as in the past, sovereignty is formally equal, but substantively un-
equally distributed, as some states have more power over their own 
territory, others much less. Also, as research on the European Union 
clearly indicates, states retain a (differential) capacity to infl uence the 
international organizations (suffi ce to compare Germany with Greece in 
the EU) they belong to, and especially play an important role in the 
implementation of international treaties.

It is uncontestable, however, that the growing number, power and 
visibility of international organizations challenge the very principles of 
legitimation of liberal democracies as representing the will of their 
citizens.

From the state to the market?

While not directly claiming that they aimed at reducing social inequali-
ties, liberal democracies tended to legitimize themselves as effi cient in 
granting wellness to their citizens: freedom was assumed to produce 
healthy competition and, therefore, economic growth and political equal-
ity to grant power to the (more numerous) less privileged citizens and, 
therefore, policies were oriented to reducing inequalities. This assump-
tion seemed to be confi rmed when democracy became synonymous with 
welfare states that, even if following different models, were all oriented 
to granting a modicum of social protection to the citizen, so reducing 
the inequalities produced by the market. Many agreed (and some still 
agree) that a high-quality democracy should not only respect individual 
freedom, but also pursue the second aim of democracy: equality. As 
Leonardo Morlino (2011, 43) observed:
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If these aspects, which are essential for the achievement of freedom 
and equality, are to be effectively pursued, contemporary democracies 
will also have to attend to issues such as environmental conservation, 
the right to health care, assistance for the elderly and invalid, the right 
to a job, provisions for the unemployed, the need to ensure everyone 
has a reasonable standard of living, the right to greater educational 
opportunities, and also the promotion of equity in private disputes or 
between public and private interests. Not to include in an analysis of 
the ideal democracy the safeguarding of the substantive elements out-
lined above would paradoxically mean ignoring the steps already taken 
by many real democracies to promote equality.

What is more, failing to recognize the protection and promotion of 
social rights as indispensable for democracy and the implementation of 
its main principles, such as participation and political equality, ‘In 
short . . . would result in a defi nition of the ideal democracy that in some 
ways falls short of what real ones have already achieved’ (2011).

The so-called mid-century compromise between capital and labour, 
which had allowed for the development of the welfare state, was, 
however, not going to last. Since the 1990s, and more and more in the 
new millennium, research on the welfare state has pointed at its retrench-
ment, and the consequent rapid increase in social inequalities. Deregula-
tion of fi nancial markets, reduction of taxes, and privatization of public 
services have indeed been common trends in advanced democracies, 
although with some differences between European countries and the 
United States (Crouch 2003). Administrative reforms, often presented as 
applications of the theory of ‘public management’, were, until a few years 
ago, almost unanimously appreciated as capable of limiting parasitic 
behaviour among public actors, of simplifying baroque administrative 
procedures and of re-launching economic initiative. Deregulation and the 
privatization of public services were seen as functional for the rejuvena-
tion of local economies thanks to the space liberated for private initia-
tives. Especially since the beginning of the new millennium, the weaknesses 
and criticality of the new model – in terms of both the reduction in 
quality of a series of public utilities (Crouch 2003) and the delegitimation 
of local government organs – have become increasingly clear.

In the last few decades, politics and governments have lost ground, 
being conquered by privileged elites and their anti-egalitarian conception 
(Crouch 2003, 9), which tends to substitute social right with charity 
(Dore 2010, 177). In his Post-Democracy, Colin Crouch (2003, 9) points 
at the reduced capacity for intervention by elected politicians, as well as 
citizens’ growing dissatisfaction with their performance. Neoliberal con-
ceptions are said to have undermined the moral basis of capitalism and 
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with it the capacity to defi ne a general interest (Dore 1998, 244), or at 
least to allow the development of those social rights that have been 
posited as the bases for some conceptions of democracy (Marshall 1992; 
Tilly 2004). In some sectors more than in others, economic globalization 
has produced not competition but high barriers to entry, favouring a 
small number of huge multinationals (Crouch 2010, 182). The effects of 
deregulation and privatization are not seen in a competitive market, but 
in the growth of multinationals and oligopolies. At the same time, there 
is an involution of the state – that is, the regression to a penal state, 
which concentrates on repression, and progressively abandons its social 
functions of education, health and welfare (Bourdieu 1998, 34). Indeed, 
public funds for social services have been cut, but not the public spending 
related to the pre-democratic roles of the state, such as the extension of 
offi cial honours and symbolic privileges for the rich and powerful, the 
development of a complex apparatus of laws, prisons and police forces 
to protect private property, and the distribution of lucrative public con-
tracts (Crouch 2010, 185).

These changes have been linked to those mentioned at international 
level as ‘national governments, terrifi ed of the implicit threat of capital 
fl ight, have let themselves be dragged into a cost-cutting deregulatory 
frenzy, generating obscene profi ts and drastic income disparities, rising 
unemployment, and the social marginalization of a growing population 
of the poor’ (Habermas 2001, 79). Additionally, thanks to the opening 
of borders to goods, services and fi nance, multinational corporations 
have grown in size and infl uence upon (weaker) states while labour has 
not been given such freedom. In a vicious circle, removing borders for 
goods, services and fi nance has reinforced multinational corporations. 
Not only are they growing in number (there were 60,000 at the begin-
ning of the 2000s), they have also grown in terms of size and the capacity 
to infl uence states, progressively increased in their ability to intervene. 
Suffi ce to remember that in 2000, the large multinationals accounted for 
42 per cent of world exports and 10 per cent of production, employing 
40 million people (Pianta 2001).

The effects of this dominance are seen in the 2010s, with the recent 
dramatic crisis in the Eurozone. Neoliberal economic policies have 
renounced policy intervention oriented to promoting economic growth, 
so leaving territorial inequalities unchallenged while the fi nancialization 
of the economy grew exponentially. The fi nancial crisis that started 
in the United States in 2007 and spread at global level the following 
year thus hit those economies that had always been weaker: Ireland 
and Southern Europe. As Italian economist Mario Pianta noticed, ‘The 
causes of the fi nancial crisis are in the lack of sustainability of a system 
that let speculation prevail over rules, fi nance over real economy, 
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the market over politics’ (2012, 9). When banks became insolvent, gov-
ernments rushed to save them, with transfers of money. But without any 
structural intervention that could increase control over fi nancial specula-
tion (through, e.g., a tax on fi nancial transactions or limits on bank and 
stock-market transactions), this brought about a growth in public defi cits 
and increasing dependence from fi nancial markets, with consequent eco-
nomic recession. Austerity policies (with cuts of salary and pension, as 
well as fl exibilization of the labour market through reduced protection 
for workers) have been unable to improve the economies, instead reduc-
ing productivity and increasing unemployment and poverty, with an 
improvement in the conditions of the richest 10 per cent of the popula-
tion and a decline in those of the remaining 90 per cent (2012, 72). In 
all this, public authority has been accused of being not powerless, but, 
rather, ‘actively committed to increasing the power of actors in the global 
markets and fi nance and reducing that of everyone else’ (2012, 61).

Economic globalization, in this neoliberal version, therefore chal-
lenges a conception of democracy as development of social rights that is 
deep-rooted in public understanding, as well as in sociological theory 
(Marshall 1992; Tilly 2004). The effects on the legitimacy of democracy 
are immediate:

With the chance (or even the possibility) of a welfare policy being 
revoked, the image of a democracy looking to the future, given to the 
progressive actuation of equality is weakened . . . As soon as the ground 
that forms the complementary (or at least credible) relationship 
between the various rights and their connection with democracy dries 
out, another of the characteristic elements of constitutional democracy 
disappears. (Costa 2010, 39)

While the satisfaction of users of public services is decreasing, the 
state appears no longer to be able to fulfi l the functions of regulation, 
service provision and balancing of social inequalities once considered 
its fundamental duties.

In sum, although to differing degrees in different states, and certainly 
not in any irreversible way, we can note the diffusion of a neoliberal 
doctrine that has reduced the capacity of the state to intervene in the 
economy. If the recent fi nancial crises have shaken these convictions, they 
have not yet led to any paradigm change.

Challenges and/or opportunities?

In sum, the weakening of the parties’ states, nation states and welfare 
states present serious threats to a notion of democracy based upon a 
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liberal conception. We have pointed out several indicators of a general 
malaise in democratic countries that challenges democracy both inside 
and outside national borders.

At the national level, procedural legitimation of democracy as a regime 
based upon electoral accountability is limited by widespread phenomena 
such as the decline of electoral participation (visible on all territorial 
levels), but also the profound transformation in the political parties as 
the main actors that, giving continuity in time from pre-electoral prom-
ises to judgement on post-electoral performances, allowed electoral 
accountability to function. As the recent mobilizations for democracy 
show, the retrenchment of public expenditures has, moreover, reduced 
the potential for states to get a sort of ‘legitimacy by the output’ – linked, 
that is, to their capacity to meet citizens’ claims.

At the transnational level, challenges to democratic legitimacy on the 
input side arise from the necessity to adapt conceptions and practices 
developed at the national level to a reality in which transnational actors 
and global events have an increasingly larger infl uence. As John Markoff 
(1999, 283) observed, globalization changes the ways in which democ-
ratization is addressed in a world of transnational connections: democ-
ratization of the states is no longer the central issue. The normative 
conceptions and empirical implementations of democracy developed in 
and about the nation state are not easily applied at the supranational 
level where political institutions and civil society are concerned. Indeed, 
‘democracy as we know it within countries does not exist in a Globalized 
Space. More accurately, to the extent that Globalized Space is marked 
by conventional democratic procedures, these are ad-hoc, non system-
atic, irregular and fragile’ (Rosenau 1998, 39). Not only do international 
organizations usually have no electoral accountability, but also a tran-
snational conception of citizenship and citizenship rights is hard to 
develop. The fundamental principles of nation-state democracy – such 
as territoriality, majority principles, and use of coercive power – ‘have 
to be reformulated, if they are to be applied globally’ (Archibugi 2003, 
7). At the same time, however, democratic accountability, transparency 
and participation are more and more needed faced with processes of 
politicization of international relations (Zürn and Ecker-Ehrhardt 2011).

From the output side, an additional challenge comes (at both national 
and transnational levels) from the transformations in economic politics, 
and their effects on the capacity of democracies to produce public goods. 
Economic globalization as ‘return to the market’ has certainly reduced the 
potential for state intervention on economic inequalities, challenging the 
assumption (previously dominant in Europe, but also in Keynesian politi-
cal economy) about its role in ensuring economic development, and also 
social justice. In turn, the reduced effectiveness of public administration 
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affects the legitimacy of state institutions as well. In fact, ‘As markets 
drive out politics, the nation-state increasingly loses its capacities to 
raise taxes and stimulate growth, and with them the ability to secure the 
essential foundations of its own legitimacy’ (Habermas 2001, 79).

If a narrative in terms of a crisis of democracy, or at least of a 
reduction of democratic qualities even in advanced democracies, has 
been long widespread, a sort of counter-narrative, however, started to 
develop, stressing the opportunities that some recent transformations 
bring about for democracy. Some empirical research has in fact also 
singled out potential chances for improvement in (some) democratic 
qualities triggered by recent changes (see table 2.1).

There has been an increase not only in the number of democratic 
countries after the third wave of democratization, but also in citizens’ 
participation. While some more conventional forms of participation 
(such as voting or party-linked activities) are declining, protest forms are 
instead increasingly used (Dalton 2004). Citizens vote less, but are no 
less interested or knowledgable about politics. And if some traditional 
types of associations are less and less popular, others (social movement 
organizations and/or civil society organizations) are instead growing in 
resources, legitimacy and members. Media studies have discussed the 
increasing participatory opportunities linked to the new technologies, 
which also to a certain extent allow the shortcoming of increasing com-
mercialization of traditional media to be bypassed. Both trends increase 
the capacity to watch over elected representatives, even if their electoral 
accountability is declining. In the analysis of public policies, the term 
‘governance’ assumed a vaguely positive meaning to identify fl exible and 
participatory forms of decision making. Experiments with deliberative 
democracy developed as means to increase citizens’ participation, creat-
ing high-quality discursive arenas and empowering the people. Even 
though this process continues to be an exception, it is becoming more 

Table 2.1 Challenges and Opportunities for Democracy

Challenges Opportunities

– democracy in democratic 
countries 

+ countries with at least a minimal level of 
democracy

– conventional forms of 
participation

+ innovative forms of participation

– media commercialization + partial public spheres
– electoral accountability + capacity for scrutiny of institutions
– state intervention against social 

inequalities
+ recognition of other-than-social rights 

(gender, environmental, human rights . . .)
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and more tried and tested (della Porta and Gbikpi 2008). Moreover, if 
the capacity of state intervention on market inequalities is reduced, civil 
right issues have entered the political debate more and more. In interna-
tional politics, research on transnational relations singled out the – 
admittedly diffi cult – development of norms in defence of environmental 
protection, gender rights and human rights. In different ways in different 
international organizations, civil society organizations carved out chan-
nels of access to international decision making.

More generally, the very refl ection on democratic qualities testifi ed to 
the perceived need to balance the acknowledged crisis of the representa-
tive (electoral) conception of democracy with a sort of revival of other 
ones that – even though far from hegemonic – belong to deep-rooted 
traditions in democratic thinking, and with development of democratic 
institutions that go beyond electoral accountability.

Conclusion

In summary, while the weakening of political parties, nation states and 
welfare states challenges the liberal conception of democracy, it might 
have produced some opportunities (at least discursive ones) for other 
conceptions of democracy. As Pierre Rosanvallon has suggested, the 
understanding of democratic experiences requires the consideration, at 
the same time, of the ‘functions and dysfunctions’ of electoral representa-
tive institutions, but also of the organization of distrust (Rosanvallon 
2006, 8).

Thinking in terms of other conceptions of democracy paves the way 
to addressing contemporary changes as not only challenges to, but also 
opportunities for, democracy. The weakening of liberal democracy (vari-
ously defi ned as crisis or decline) has led the state to pay more attention 
to the variety of arenas in which different models of democracy devel-
oped – something I will deal with in what follows. These diverse models 
are often combined and balanced in the practices and discourses of dif-
ferent actors.



Participatory Democracy

3

We seek the establishment of a democracy of individual participation, 
governed by two central aims; that the individual share in those social 
decisions determining the quality and direction of his life; that society 
be organized to encourage independence of man and provide the media 
for their common participation. (Port Huron Statement, 1964)

Although the meetings were frequently long and tedious, many occupi-
ers point to these open, participatory assemblies as embodying an alter-
native to the current representative democratic order disproportionately 
infl uenced by the 1%. (Juris 2012, 263, on #Occupying Boston)

The often-quoted Port Huron Statement by the US student movement in 
1964 is considered to be a manifesto for democracy as participatory, 
claiming free speech and the right to participate in collective decisions. 
About fi fty years later, as Juris observed on the Occupying movement, 
participatory democracy is still central for the movements that have 
mobilized against fi nancial crises and austerity measures. Some of the 
transformations-as-opportunities identifi ed at the end of the last chapter 
tend to favor the development of some specifi c democratic qualities, 
which are central for conceptions of democracy other than the liberal 
one discussed in the last chapter. In particular, the growth of diverse and 
multiple forms of unconventional political participation refl ects the 
development of participatory conceptions of democracy. To this concep-
tion and related practices, and the long path of their development, this 
chapter is devoted. After defi ning participatory democracy and reviewing 
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normative theories devoted to it, I’ll turn to history to show how social 
movements (in particular, the labour movement) have put forward dif-
ferent conceptions of democracy from the liberal one, emphasizing col-
lective and social rights over individual (negative) freedom as well as 
participation by citizens over delegation to politicians. In their complex 
evolution, the labour movement, and other left-wing movements, have 
not only succeeded, often in alliances with other actors, in changing 
political institutions, but also experimented with different democratic 
qualities within their structures and struggles.

Participatory democracy: an introduction

The theme of participation is central to politics and to democracy. The 
very concept of politics, with reference to its etymological root in the 
Greek polis, recalls an image of participation: in the agora one intervenes 
in the making of decisions. If so-called ‘ancient democracy’ included this 
element of direct intervention, however, it is often said that ‘modern 
democracy’ has little in common with the Greek polis, being prevalently 
representative.

Yet another conception of democracy has survived in contemporary 
democracies, alongside the liberal one – one which underlines the neces-
sity for citizens, naturally interested in politics, directly to assume the 
task of intervening in decisions that regard public issues. Where liberal 
democracy foresees the constitution of bodies of specialized representa-
tives, participatory democracy instead posits strong constraints on the 
principle of delegation, seen as an instrument of oligarchic power. If 
liberal democracy is based on formal equality – one head, one vote – 
participatory democracy underlines the need to create the conditions for 
real equality. While liberal democracy is often bureaucratized, with deci-
sion making concentrated at the apex, direct democracy insists on the 
necessity of bringing decisions as close to the people as possible.

If the tension between representation and participation is always 
present in debates on democracy, with the fi rst clearly prevalent in the 
actual evolution of democratic institutions, a certain level of participa-
tion is nevertheless necessary to legitimate representatives. The very idea 
of popular sovereignty presupposes the participation that developed in 
Europe halfway through the eighteenth century together with the public 
sphere, and which allowed interaction between citizens and institutional 
representatives (Mayer and Perrineau 1992, 10). This was then extended 
through the different stages of the widening of electoral suffrage, remov-
ing – albeit very slowly – census and gender barriers. As Pietro Costa 
(2010, 9) has observed:
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The driving force of democratization (its principal rhetorical device) is 
equality, employed as an instrument capable of shedding light on dif-
ferences and denouncing the illegitimacy of the barriers that fragment 
the national society creating mutually estranged classes of citizens. And 
it is the participation–equality–rights nexus that continues to hold up 
democratic claims throughout the nineteenth century . . . It is in this 
perspective that attacks on the census constraints of suffrage are con-
ducted, in which the political and social elite who form a considerable 
share of public opinion oppose tenacious resistance.

Theories of participatory democracy have also criticized liberal con-
ceptions of democracy, which spoke of free and equal citizens, as unre-
alistic, underlining instead the power asymmetries that a purely political 
equality failed to neutralize. Infl uenced by the most powerful interests, 
the state is in fact seen as not fully able to guarantee real freedom and 
equality. To fi ght inequalities (and their delegitimizing effects), greater 
transparency in the functioning of public – both representative and oth-
erwise – institutions is thus called for, along with the democratization of 
societal institutions. The involvement of citizens must be continuous and 
direct, widening towards a capacity to intervene in all the different areas 
of a person’s everyday existence. The democratization of parties and 
associations is considered particularly important, as these mediate 
between society and state. According to Held:

if we want democracy today to bloom it is necessary to rethink it as 
a double-faced phenomenon, with one side regarding the reform of 
state power and the other the restructuring of civil society. The prin-
ciple of autonomy can only be realized if we recognize that a process 
of ‘double democratization’ is indispensible, that is the independent 
transformation of both the state and civil society. (1997, 435)

In this conception, participation at all levels, institutional or not, is 
oriented to rebalancing power inequalities that the liberal conception 
does not question. In fact, in this vision, while democracy is challenged 
by powerful organizations, in order for democracy to survive the chal-
lenge, ‘economic groups and associations must undergo rearticulation by 
political institutions, in order to become part of the democratic process 
itself. This is possible with the adoption, within the modus operandi of 
such actors, of principles, rules and democratic practices’ (1997, 451).

We can add that a delegated conception of democracy does not take 
into account the problem – acknowledged by Dahl (2000), among 
others – of the different intensity of preferences. At elections, each vote 
counts equally, but in reality the strength of citizens’ opinions and 
emotional attachments, as well as competences, on different issues varies 
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enormously. While this unequal distribution of preference makes rep-
resentative democracy ineffi cient in its very claim to refl ect preference 
distribution (Pizzorno 2012), participatory democracy takes this into 
account, by granting more decisional capacity to those who are more 
committed, and therefore participate more.

To a certain extent, participation has indeed survived even in repre-
sentative regimes. Even if they are representative, participation (not only 
electoral) is considered essential for contemporary democracies, which 
gain legitimacy not only through votes but also through their capacity 
to submit decisions to the ‘test of the discussion’ (Manin 1995). As Pierre 
Rosanvallon noted, in the historical evolution of democracy, along with 
the growth of institutions of electoral accountability, a circuit of over-
sight anchored outside of state institutions took shape. In fact, the 
understanding of democratic experiences requires the consideration, at 
the same time, of the ‘functions and dysfunctions’ of electoral representa-
tive institutions, but also of the organization of distrust. The different 
elements of what Rosanvallon defi ned as counter-democracy do not 
represent, in fact, ‘the opposite of democracy, but rather a form of 
democracy that reinforces the usual electoral democracy, a democracy of 
indirect powers disseminated through society – in other words, a durable 
democracy of distrust which complements the episodic democracy of the 
usual electoral representative system’ (2006, 8). If mistrust is the disease, 
it might be part of the cure as ‘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 confi dence, and to do so by organizing distrust’ (2006, 4).

In the same vein as Rosanvallon, other scholars have stressed at the 
same time the crisis of the traditional, liberal (representative) conceptions 
of democracy and the revival of democratic qualities often considered 
under the label of a ‘democracy of the ancients’ that stresses the impor-
tance of a (free and committed) public. In particular, Bernard Manin 
described the evolution from a ‘democracy of the parties’, in which the 
public sphere was mainly occupied by the political parties, to a ‘democ-
racy of the public’, in which the channels of formation of public opinion 
are freed from their ideological control (1995, 295). This also means that 
the cleavages within public opinion no longer refl ect electoral prefer-
ences, developing instead from individual preferences formed outside of 
the political parties:

Individuals may have different opinions on a certain theme (for 
example, some are in favour, others against). A fracture then forms in 
public opinion on the theme in question . . . but this fracture does not 
necessarily reproduce partisan divisions between those that habitually 
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vote for one party and those that vote for another. The fracture forms 
on the basis of the preferences of individuals on a specifi c subject, not 
on the basis of the partisan political preferences. The fracture of public 
opinion on different themes may not coincide with the line of division 
established at the vote. (1995, 295)

Normative theorists of participatory democracy have, as mentioned, 
stressed the importance of involving citizens beyond elections (Arnstein 
1969; Pateman 1970; Barber 2003). In sum, participatory theory – which 
David Held defi nes as the conception of the ‘New Left’ – promotes a 
‘direct participation of citizens in the regulation of the key institutions 
of society, including the spheres of work and the local community’ (Held 
1997, 379), or ‘the participation of citizens in the determination of the 
conditions of their associational lives, which presumes the authentic and 
rational nature of the judgements of each individual’ (1997, 416).

In Carole Pateman’s theorization, citizens should be provided with as 
many opportunities to truly participate as there are spheres of decision. 
While in partial participation, ‘the fi nal power of decision rests with the 
management, the workers if they are able to participate, being able only 
to infl uence that decision’ (Pateman 1970, 70), full participation is a 
‘process where each individual member of a decision-making body has 
equal power to determine the outcome of decisions’ (1970, 70–1). In a 
similar vein, ‘strong democracy’ has been defi ned as a government under 
which citizens participate, at least some of the time, in the decisions that 
affect their lives (Barber 2003).

Participatory theorists have in fact criticized ritualistic forms of par-
ticipation, calling instead for real empowerment. As Arnstein (1969, 
216) noted, ‘citizen participation is a categorical term for citizen power’. 
This means that ‘there is a critical difference between going through the 
empty ritual of participation and having the real power needed to affect 
the outcome of the process’ (1969). Any process which does not transfer 
power is a manipulation of public opinion; no meaningful participation 
is achieved until direct democracy comes into play. This is why, for 
instance, Arnstein’s ladder counts eight rungs corresponding to eight 
degrees of power. From the bottom to the top, these eight rungs are: 
manipulation, therapy, informing, consultation, placation, partnership, 
delegated power and citizen control. The fi rst two bottom rungs are 
equivalent to non-participation; the three successive ones are degrees of 
tokenism; but the three upper rungs are degrees of citizen power.1

Participation is called for as not only just, but also useful. Among the 
instrumentally positive contributions of participation, we fi nd defence 
from arbitrary power, the production of more informed decisions and 
the growth of the legitimacy of those decisions (Smith 2009, 5). Yet the 
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advantages of participation are praised in terms not only of immediate 
legitimation, but also of a growing socialization to interest and action 
for the collective good. Participation is seen to have a positive effect on 
citizens. Spaces of participation become ‘schools of democracy’: the more 
citizens participate in the decision-making process, the more they are 
informed and enlightened, and the more they will vote in national 
elections (Pateman 1970). Active, knowledgeable and informed citizen-
ship will increase the systemic effi ciency and individual and collective 
wellbeing.

Participation creates, then, a virtuous circle: opportunities to partici-
pate stimulate trust and activism, thus reproducing the stimulus to par-
ticipate and improving the effects of participation itself. Indeed, 
participation in civic activity educates individuals with respect to how 
to think in public, given that citizenship permeates civic activity with the 
necessary sense of public-spiritedness and justice; in this sense, to para-
phrase Barber, politics becomes its own university, citizenship its gym, 
participation its teacher (2003, 152).

Free spaces (horizontal and participatory) offer a school of citizenship, 
socializing in those competences and values that are essential to support 
effective participation (Evans and Boyte 1986, 17). Participation in social 
movements and other associations often broaden the personal identities 
of participants and offers satisfaction and self-realization (Gamson 1992, 
56; Blee 2011). Indeed, identities and motivations are transformed, 
during collective action: while participation often starts for limited, 
immediate, even selfi sh reasons, many activists develop in time a political 
and social conscience and a more public and trusting sense of the self 
(Szas 1995, 154).

Similar effects were detected in the case of decentralized institutions. 
As Tocqueville (1986, vol. I, 112–13) wrote long ago, ‘Town-meetings 
are to liberty what primary schools are to science; they bring it within 
the people’s reach, they teach men how to use and how to enjoy it.’ It 
is from encounters that solidarity is born: ‘Feelings and opinions are 
recruited, the heart is enlarged, and the human mind is developed by 
no other means than the reciprocal infl uence of men upon each other’ 
(Tocqueville 1986, vol. II, 158). Similarly, according to J. S. Mill, it is 
local institutions that carry out

the practical part of the political education of a free people, taking 
them out of the narrow circle of personal and family selfi shness, and 
accustoming them to the comprehension of joint interests, the manage-
ment of joint concerns – habituating them to act from public or semi-
public motives, and guide their conduct by aims which unite instead 
of isolating them from one another (Mill 1947, 112)
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In this sense, it is by participating that people learn to participate. As 
Carole Pateman writes (1970, 42–3), ‘the principal function of participa-
tion is . . . the educational, educational in the widest sense of the term, 
that includes both psychological aspects and the acquisition of the prac-
tice of capabilities and democratic procedures . . . Participation develops 
and forges those same qualities that are necessary to it: the more an 
individual participates, the more he is able to participate.’ Personal 
involvement in the participatory process may signifi cantly change one’s 
attitude, perspective and value priorities (Bachrach 1975, 50).

The need to create multiple and varied channels of participation is 
justifi ed by the recognition of the presence of confl icts between actors 
possessing different resources and powers. Bachrach and Baratz (1986), 
in particular, have theorized a dichotomy between those who have power 
and those who do not. The former can realize the mobilization of preju-
dice, excluding some ideas and requests from the public debate through 
the activation of a bundle of norms, values and rules that prevent some 
matters from becoming subject to public decision. Part of the activity of 
exercising power is thus oriented towards imposing and reinforcing this 
selectivity, preventing controversies from emerging on questions of fun-
damental importance to the group in power. Decisions are thus often 
taken on issues of little relevance, while non-decisions are taken with 
regard to the most important confl icts.

Increasing participation by the excluded therefore becomes necessary 
in order to introduce new, important issues into the political debate. 
Participatory democracy thus has elements in common with associational 
democracy (Hirst 1994), which focuses upon the need for citizens to 
self-organize. Associational experiences in civil society are here con-
sidered not only to be capable of replacing the state in some of its 
functions, but also to produce social solidarity, contributing to the 
democratic socialization of the citizens as well as to the production of 
social goods.

Participation should thus be an instrument for redistributing resources 
to the advantage of the weakest. While interest groups favour the most 
resourceful through less visible lobbying, these arenas of participation 
should give more power to the powerless. For Peter Bachrach, demo-
cratic participation is ‘a process in which persons formulate, discuss, and 
decide public issues that are important to them and directly affect their 
lives. It is a process that is more or less continuous, conducted on a face-
to-face basis in which participants have roughly an equal say in all stages, 
from formulation of issues to the determination of policies’ (1975, 41). 
The participation of those who are excluded is an instrument for reduc-
ing inequalities as a democratic public sphere should provide the mecha-
nisms for recognition and representation of the voices and perspectives 
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of those who are oppressed (Young 1990, 184). From this point of view, 
the participatory approach tends to stress also the substantive, social 
dimension of democracy (Schmidt 2010, 225–35).

Confl icts are central in the conceptions of radical democracy (Laclau 
and Mouffe 2001), which presents agonist democratic politics as a peace-
ful way to manage confl ictual interests that emerge in the (antagonist) 
political. So, for Chantal Mouffe, the political is ‘the dimension of 
antagonisms that I take to be constitutive of human society’, while poli-
tics is the ‘set of practices and institutions through which an order is 
created, organizing human coexistence in the context of confl ictuality 
provided by the political’ (Mouffe 2005, 360). In this sense, agonism 
recognizes the confl icting relations with, but also the legitimacy of, the 
Others:

while antagonism is a we/they relation in which the two sides are 
enemies who do not share any common ground, agonism is a we/they 
relation where the confl icting parties, although acknowledging that 
there is no rational solution to their confl ict, nevertheless recognize the 
legitimacy of their opponents . . . This means that, while in confl ict, they 
see themselves as belonging to the same political association, as sharing 
a common symbolic space within which the confl ict takes place. 
(Mouffe 2005, 20)

What is shared in this vision is ‘adhesion to the ethical–political prin-
ciples of liberal democracy: liberty and equality. But we disagree concern-
ing the meaning and implementation of those principles, and such a 
disagreement is not one that could be solved through deliberation and 
rational discussion’ (Mouffe 2000, 245).

Visions of participatory democracy thus tend to consider the forma-
tion of collective identities as exogenous to the democratic process: that 
is, they emerge in the society, and then participate in politics. This is 
the case also for the radical democratic approach which leaves the for-
mation of interests and identities outside of the (confl ictual) political 
sphere. The interest in ‘articulation’ – as practices that establish a rela-
tion among elements, so that identities are modifi ed (Laclau and Mouffe 
2001, 105) – does not bring about a defi nition of the (democratic) 
conditions under which this ‘articulation’ might happen. Additionally, 
there is a separation between political institutions and society. Identities 
are not constructed through democratic processes; rather, the function 
of democracy is ‘to provide institutions that will allow them to take an 
agonistic form, in which opponents will treat each other not as an enemy 
to be destroyed, but as adversaries who will fi ght for the victory of their 
position while recognizing the right of their opponents to fi ght for theirs’ 
(Mouffe 2009, 53).
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The historical development of participatory democracy

In European history, a participatory vision of democracy developed 
with the mobilization of the labour movement, also bringing about 
relevant institutional changes. The initial phases of the democratic 
state have been defi ned as characterized by widespread activism in the 
public sphere (cf. Eder 2010), which remained autonomous from politi-
cal parties. During the fi rst phase of representative democracy, which 
Bernard Manin (1995, 260) defi ned as parliamentarism, candidates 
were elected on the basis of personal trust, linked to their networks 
of local relations and reputation. In society, opinion movements were 
organized around varied themes, and applied pressure, often through 
public demonstrations in parliaments, conceived as the place where 
representatives formed their opinions through open discussions. It is 
in this phase – which in the history of England and France stretches 
from the late eighteenth century to the early nineteenth – that the 
public sphere asserted itself, and not only for the bourgeoisie. Studies 
on the formation of the labour movement describe this period as 
characterized by identities still oriented to trades, fragmented organi-
zational structures and local, sporadic protests, but also by a certain 
participatory ferment.

In this phase, electoral accountability was limited, as electoral suffrage 
was still very restricted. Notwithstanding the low levels of electoral 
participation, participation in the public sphere was intense, with the 
multiplication of autonomous and infl uential opinion movements. Sum-
marizing numerous historical studies, Alessandro Pizzorno observes that, 
halfway through the eighteenth century, in England public opinion ‘man-
ifested itself in ever more numerous petitions, in discussions in public 
places, or in semi-private places (taverns, cafés, clubs), where the new 
middle class of tradesmen and professionals, readers of periodicals gath-
ered . . . Numerous societies and associations were formed . . . the political 
press spread in a manner previously unimaginable’ (Pizzorno 1996, 
972).2 In the period, which, according to E. P. Thompson (1991), saw 
‘the making of the English working class’, street marches for reform 
mobilized hundreds of thousands of citizens, while some of the radical 
magazines achieved circulations of tens of thousands of copies. In France, 
as in England, extra-parliamentary political associations gathered hun-
dreds of thousands of signatures for petitions on themes such as the 
freedom of the press, the emancipation of slaves, freedom of religion, 
electoral reform, and public education (Pizzorno 1996, 488–9). Here too, 
processions and barricades mobilized hundreds of thousands of people 
(Sewell 1980).



PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY 45

In Habermas’ analysis of the formation of public opinion, social con-
fl icts that emerged outside of parties were expressed in the bourgeois 
public sphere, a sphere that ‘develops in the fi eld of tension between State 
and society, in such a way as to itself remain a part of the private arena’ 
(Habermas 1988, 171).3 The birth of the public sphere coincides with 
the rise of demands by social movement organizatio ns for an active role 
in decisions that regarded their constituencies. In this sense, the notion 
of public opinion, connected to that of publicity, was affi rmed during 
the eighteenth century. Peculiar to the public sphere is, according to 
Habermas, the instrument used for political confrontation: public and 
rational argumentation. Cafés, drawing rooms, linguistic societies and 
Masonic lodges were the social spaces where this public sphere took form 
and the taste for debate was satisfi ed. It is in these spaces, then, that the 
institutions that led to the physical enlargement of the public space 
developed – fi rst the press, but also public meetings, reading societies 
and various associations. After the French and American revolutions, 
journalism, freed from the censorship of absolutist regimes, became an 
instrument of wide discussion, albeit limited to an elite.

In Habermas’ historical reconstruction, the commercial bourgeoisie 
progressively assumed a hegemonic position in civil society. Financial and 
commercial capitalism required the international circulation of both 
goods and news, thereby creating a social class interested in infl uencing 
government action (1988, 37). According to research on social move-
ments, however, the public sphere was not (only) bourgeois, in the sense 
of being limited to the elites of literary cafés. Even though it is debated 
whether emerging confl icts should be read as motivated by the beginnings 
of class consciousness, or the survival of community or trade identities 
(Calhoun 1982), social movement organizations, with their scarce links 
with political parties, occupied an important space in the public sphere

At the origins of democracy lies, in fact, what Bendix called ‘the 
entrance of the masses into history’: indeed, ‘the 18th century represents 
a rupture on a grand scale in the history of western Europe. Before that 
moment, the masses were barred from exercising their public rights. 
From that moment, they became citizens and in this sense members of 
the political community’ (Bendix 1964, 72). In contrast to the Marxist 
school, Bendix underlines the primarily political character of those social 
movements:

the growing awareness of the working class expresses above all an 
experience of political alienation, that is, the sense of not having a 
recognized position in the political community or of not having a civic 
community in which to participate. . . . the recently politicized masses 
protest against their second class citizenship, demanding the right to 
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participate on equal terms in the political community of the nation 
state. (1964, 73)

The struggle for universal suffrage was thus also and principally a strug-
gle for recognition: ‘it is to oppose a conception of foreignness and social 
invisibility that impacted the majority of society. Overcoming existing 
discrimination in the name of equality meant being recognized as full 
members of society’ (Costa 2010, 13).

Popular participation through unconventional forms went along with 
its politicization. Between the late eighteenth century and the early nine-
teenth, the importance of demonstrations and strikes grew, with workers 
forming associations focusing on the defence of wages and working 
conditions, but also allied to political movements calling for democratic 
reforms. In France, newspapers written by workers for workers appeared, 
denouncing the partiality of the bourgeois press (and journalists) (Sewell 
1980, 197). In England too, political reading societies (including work-
ing-class ones) met in public cafés where up to ninety-six newspapers 
were bought and read, including those printed illegally (Thompson 1991, 
789). Not only, recalls E. P. Thompson, were there around a million liter-
ate people among English workers, but in addition ‘Illiteracy . . . by no 
means excluded men from political discourse’ (1991, 782). We can 
speak, then, of numerous and diverse reading publics (ibid., 790), not 
only bourgeois ones, that addressed political (public) issues.

A central element in the conception of democracy that developed in 
this way is the collective dimension of rights as opposed to a liberal 
conception of freedom (of contracts, property, etc.) as merely individual. 
If the public sphere emerged in these years, the actors who participated 
in it were only partly new. In both France and England the continuity 
between the trade corporations and the labour movement is underlined. 
In France, the societies of compagnonnages and mutual aid societies 
remained active, reproducing post-revolutionary versions of the old con-
fraternities that later transformed into free associations. The leaders of 
the compagnonnerie maintained their infl uence in negotiations with 
masters, and in deciding eventual strikes (Sewell 1980, 180). The English 
workers’ movement combined the traditions of the secret societies with 
that of trade unionism (Thompson 1991, 570). Here as well, the repre-
sentatives of the old trades had a say in the emerging public sphere 
(Calhoun 1982).

The social and political demands of the budding workers’ movement 
intertwined with claims that may be defi ned as meta-democratic, address-
ing the very conceptions and practices of democracy. The battle for the 
freedom of the press was a founding experience of the English working 
class (Thompson 1991, 805). There, the Luddites formed a transitional 
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movement with their mix of defending the past yet anticipating the future 
through, among other things, the elaboration of specifi c proposals against 
the exploitation of women and children, for a minimum wage, and 
indeed for the right to form unions (1991, 603). The Chartists’ claims 
for political reforms (such as universal suffrage and the secret ballot, the 
abolition of limits on eligibility to stand for election, and paid parlia-
mentarians) were in fact supported by workers’ organizations (Tilly 
2004, 46). In France, in 1848, trade corporations and political clubs 
marched together to demand civil and political rights.

The emerging social movements in the public sphere not only dis-
cussed specifi c political reforms, but also constituted arenas for the 
meeting of different conceptions of democracy, with an explicit challenge 
to the minimalist, individualistic and liberal vision of the developing 
democratic state. From this point of view, liberal democracy unintention-
ally offered the relational and cognitive resources for its own transfor-
mation. Even if the discourse of individual rights that dominated the 
collective order hindered the organization of the workers at fi rst, it 
nevertheless triggered the development of alternative conceptions of 
democracy.

In England, it was precisely the resistance to repression and limits to 
the freedom of association that led to an alliance between radical clubs 
and trade unionism (Thompson 1991, 675), with the accompanying 
emergence of popular radicalism and militant trade unions. If the Com-
bination Acts refl ected the alliance of aristocrats and manufacturers, they 
also produced, as a reaction, the alliance between radicals and workers’ 
organizations (1991, 217). Similarly, the repression of 1817–19 contrib-
uted to the bridging of calls for political reform and calls for social 
reform, in a reaction that E. P. Thompson sees as principally determined, 
in terms of initiative and character, by worker associationism. The Peter-
loo Massacre (eleven demonstrators killed) in 1819, by bringing hun-
dreds of thousands onto the streets to protest, caused a polarization of 
public opinion (‘nobody could remain neutral’: 1991, 757) and the con-
sequent alliances between moderates and radicals in the struggle for civil 
and political rights. Indeed, if the liberal language of rights defi ned these 
as the natural rights of the free man, ‘it was primarily through the prism 
of their rights as citizens that workers came to discover and articulate 
their interests in the fi rst place’ (Somers 2008, 13, and 152).

In France, too, although a series of laws benefi ting property-owners 
on a basis of competitive individualism emerged from the revolution (see 
also chapter 2), some of its ideological elements were nevertheless taken 
up by workers and their associations to justify demands for not only the 
widening, but also the transformation of the meaning, of those rights 
(Tilly 1995, 142). In the 1830s, the tension between the Enlightenment 
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conception of freedom (according to authorities, if workers had requests 
they had to present them individually to the competent authorities) and 
the workers’ demands for the recognition of trade unions was obvious. 
Presenting the middle class as a new aristocracy, some of the labour 
organizations claimed their right to free themselves from oppression.

A central claim for the worker movement was in fact the right ‘to 
combine’, which began with the right to associate, but differentiated 
itself from this (Bendix 1964). While the freedom to associate with others 
formed a part of the freedom of conscience, of speech, of industry, of 
religious belief and of the press, it had not, like these others, been pro-
moted by the revolution, which had rather, as mentioned, aimed to 
abolish the bodies between the state and the society. It emerged instead 
as an invention of the workers’ organizations that, exploiting the ambi-
guities of the revolutionary discourse, defi ned the demands for collective 
negotiations in terms of brotherhood. In the burgeoning workers’ move-
ment, associations were thought of as workers’ corporations, coopera-
tives, but also as confraternities of proletarians, initially with a mutual 
aid function, but then elaborated as instruments for opposing a vision 
of freedom as isolation, promoting instead reciprocal links and common 
intelligence (Sewell 1980, 216). Work was presented as the foundation 
of sovereignty, and the organization of workers in associations as a 
principle of social order, of a unique and indivisible republic. The lan-
guage of association in fact allowed a redefi nition of the workers’ cor-
porations as free and voluntary societies, combining cooperative language 
with a revolutionary one.

In the protest campaigns for the expansion of citizens’ rights, other 
models of democracy were also conceptualized and practised: direct, 
horizontal and self-managed conceptions developed. In the public sphere, 
old and new intertwined: traditional forms of associationism (corpora-
tions, etc.) combined with emerging ones. In France, the conception of 
democracy emerging in working-class mobilizations included the federa-
tion of self-governing trade unions. With a mix of continuity and 
discontinuity, horizontal terminology began to spread in the trade asso-
ciations – such as ‘associate’ rather than ‘member’, ‘president’ or ‘secre-
tary’ rather than ‘head’ or ‘captain’. The sans-culottes had already 
imagined the direct exercise of popular sovereignty in the name of a 
single popular will, calling for the public spiritedness of action, unanim-
ity and equality (Sewell 1980, 103). Notwithstanding the defeat of the 
workers’ motions in June 1848, the Luxembourg Commission (which 
functioned as an arena for interest mediation) remained an example of 
an attempt at self-management against the disorder of the market.

In a similar manner, the associations of the radical movement in 
England tended to organize in ‘divisions’, which were to divide as soon 
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as they reached forty-fi ve members (Thompson 1991, 167). A delegate 
from each division participated (along with a vice-delegate with no 
voting rights) in weekly meetings of the general committee. The principle 
of payment for services was affi rmed with the aim of preventing ‘the 
taking over of its affairs by men of means or leisure’ (1991, 169). In 
many Corresponding Societies, which met at private houses or taverns, 
the presidency of the session rotated, changing each time. Infl uenced by 
the events in France, the English Jacobins took up the ‘zealous egalitarian 
underpinning’ of the sans-culottes (1991, 171). Predominantly artisans 
(but also journeymen), the participants at the meetings brought the spirit 
of mutuality of that culture along with them (1991).

Returning to the model of liberal democracy presented in the previous 
chapter, we may observe that this was contested and, at least in part, 
disregarded in the construction of the democratic state – not only in the 
continuation of the visions and institutions of the ‘old order’, but also 
in the emergence of different visions and practices of democracy.

If requests that had formed in the public (not only bourgeois) sphere 
were granted and identities recognized, this does not seem to have 
occurred (only or principally) through mechanisms of electoral account-
ability. In his research on France and England, Tilly describes a transfor-
mation in the form of collective action between the late eighteenth 
century and the early nineteenth, in which a local and parochial reper-
toire became a national and autonomous one, based on public assemblies 
and ad hoc free associations among its interest groups. According to 
Tilly, in the eighteenth century the assumption was that citizens, grouped 
into known bodies (guilds, communities, religious sects), exercised col-
lective rights, protected by the law, through the actions of their repre-
sentatives who had the ear of the authorities (1995, 142). The modern 
repertoire that developed in the following century was made up of forms 
of action independent of the authorities, carried out in public places with 
the participation of associations that deployed their symbols of belonging 
(1995, 362). In England, the concentration of capital and proletarianiza-
tion transformed the structure of interests, while urbanization changed 
the fabric of relations and the growth of the state (linked to military 
efforts) politicized the confl ict, in what Tilly defi nes a ‘para-parliamen-
tarization’ (1995, 49). Alongside parliamentarization, in fact, a public 
sphere grew, including even those citizens who, despite not having the 
right to vote, followed elections and participated in electoral campaigns 
(1995, 143). The parliamentarization of politics thus made elections 
important not only for the candidates, but also for their clientele (1995, 
147). The French evolutionary path is similar, with growing demands by 
the state corresponding with a process of centralization of decisions and 
nationalization of political power (Tilly 1986).
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Tilly linked the infl uence of social movements to the electoral moment, 
insofar as elections marked the presence of mass support for a few pro-
posals (and thus a potential electoral pool of support). Nevertheless, the 
parties of the time were initially rather indifferent to these movements. 
Despite the odd exception (for example, candidates who supported the 
ideas of the English radicals), the parties were parties of notables, based 
on individual representation (Neumann 1956). Patron parties in the 
Weberian defi nition, they sought to:

install their leader in a position of control in order that he would assign 
state offi ces to his followers, that is to the apparatus of functionaries 
and party propagandists. Lacking any principled content, the latter 
would from time to time include in their programs, in competition 
among themselves, those requests to which they attributed the greatest 
propagandist strength among the electors. (Weber 1974, vol. II, 709)

According to Neumann, this party ‘is typical of a society with a 
limited political fi eld and a low level of participation. This is manifested, 
in party terms, only by voting, and the party organization (if it even 
exists) remains inactive in the period between one election and another. 
Its principal function is to choose representatives who, once chosen, 
are invested with a complete mandate’ (1956, 153).

Nevertheless, under pressure from social movements of various types, 
the system of representation that had been constituted with continuity 
and discontinuity with respect to the old order soon began to build 
institutions and practices for recognizing collective identities. Notwith-
standing the individualizing rhetoric, the democratic state-in-formation 
developed traits of organized or associative democracy, constructing 
channels of access for interests organized in parties or associations. Both 
pluralist and, even more, neo-corporative models (Schmitter 1981) then 
recognized those bodies intermediate between the individual and the 
state that had previously been stigmatized. In addition, diverse concep-
tions and practices of democracy were present within these intermediate 
bodies, in some cases involving claims for direct participation, in some 
versions invoking self-management.

The labour movement has been a most important actor in the trans-
formation of the individualistic liberal conception of right through a 
recognition of organized forms of participation. If, according to common 
wisdom, the Left privileged equality and the Right freedom, in reality 
the history of the workers’ movement is one of claims for civil and politi-
cal rights as inextricable from social rights. The relation between workers’ 
struggles and demands for freedoms emerges continually in the historio-
graphical reconstructions of the evolution of the workers’ movement 
over the course of the nineteenth century.
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In Great Britain, the tangling of claims for justice and for freedom 
appears evident in historical reconstructions. Chartism is presented as a 
development of radicalism in the eighteenth century, but also as the last 
spark of working-class revolutionary politics (Biagini and Reid 1991, 3). 
Halfway through the nineteenth century, the Reform League (65,000 
members and 600 sections, 100 of which were in London) had an ‘over-
whelmingly working class’ membership (Hinton 1974, 11). In tacit alli-
ance with the more moderate Reform Union, the League organized huge 
demonstrations against the limits on the right to political assembly (in 
1866, 150,000 protestors converged on Hyde Park, challenging a gov-
ernment ban), pushing the Disraeli government to concede an enlarge-
ment of suffrage. The 1850s also witnessed hard-fought battles for the 
recognition of trade union rights, among which the right to register was 
recognized only in 1855 with the Friendly Societies Act. In addition, it 
was only in the 1870s that the question of trade unions’ legal status was 
fi nally settled, despite the earlier explosion in the numbers of those 
signing up. And even then, disputes over work on the law on conspiracy, 
the abolition of incarceration for breaking a contract (used until then 
against strikers) and the introduction of the right to peaceful picketing 
were excluded (Hinton 1974, 22). In the 1880s, the Democratic Federa-
tion continued its mobilization against repression in Ireland, for the 
nationalization of land, for democratic reform (along Chartist lines) and 
for a further extension of suffrage. Demands for social, civil and political 
rights thus became more and more intertwined, in complex ways:

Unfortunately, it is all too often assumed that the world of the work-
ing-class politics can be understood simply by deploying categories 
such as ‘socialist’, ‘Lib.-Lab.’ or ‘Labourist’ to divide the labour move-
ment into its ideological parts. In reality, working-class politics was far 
more complex. Individuals frequently shifted between these supposedly 
discrete ideological positions, or, more revealingly, behaved as though 
they were completely ignorant of their existence. (Lawrence 1991, 83)

Historians have in fact noted reciprocal infl uence between the organi-
zations active on political rights and those active on social rights. Distinct 
from socialism, Chartism nevertheless had an impact on the workers’ 
movement: while the Liberal party is normally seen as the heir to the 
traditions of radicalism, its effects are also strong in the Labour party 
(and in the organized working classes) (1991, 18). In fact, the Liberal 
party was viewed sympathetically by many trade unionists in the late 
Victorian period (for example, on the labour-law reform of 1875, Spain 
1991, 110). The Tichborn movement of the 1870s has been described as 
the link in the chain between the end of Chartism and the development 
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of socialism (and thus of the Labour party in the 1890s) (McWilliam 
1991, 44). Over the course of the century, popular constitutionalism was 
indeed invoked in support of working-class mobilizations:

It was the repertoire of constitutionalist action – the mass petition, the 
remonstrance to the Crown, the mass demonstration and platform 
agitation, the convening of conventions – that could be relied on to 
rally the force of popular radicalism. It was not merely what could be 
said but what could be done that gave the constitutional force, allow-
ing certain things to happen, certain political dramas to unfold. (Epstein 
1994, 11)

In the beginning of the eighteenth century, this mostly came about in 
a defensive manner, in particular against the restrictions placed on trade 
union rights by the government Whigs, repression in Ireland and the new 
Poor Law, as well the Rural Police Act. Protests developed against restric-
tions of the right to meet in public and the suspension of habeas corpus 
in 1817.

In France, too, social movements intervened in the public sphere, 
raising demands for justice and liberty, but also presenting diverse con-
ceptions of democracy. Sewell (1986, 63) writes that ‘the fall of 1833 
saw not only the creation of a new and powerful sense of class-conscious-
ness among artisans working in different trades, but also the fi rst steps 
towards a political alliance between radical republicanism and social-
ism’. In particular, the role played in the 1833 strikes by the Société des 
Droits de l’Homme has been underlined: initially a republican and bour-
geois society, it soon became dominated by the working class. Together 
with the diffusion of socialist ideology, the demand for freedom was 
considered to be the central characteristic of the French working-class 
conscience. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the working-class 
identity, linked to a widespread popular culture, was characterized by:

the sense of being manual workers; of being exploited by employers 
who, in the popular imagination, had replaced feudalism; a lively 
attachment to freedom, which formed the basis of the sans-culotte 
spirit as well as direct-action trade unionism; extreme suspicion 
towards all forms of authority, towards those referred to as ‘them’, 
ranging from the state to the workshop and even including other 
unions, whenever the ‘little leaders’ took advantage of their functions 
to act as big shots. (Perrot 1986, 105)

Although they were a minority, critics of the vote (and of ‘votards’) as 
an individual instrument in contrast with the collective will expressed in 
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assemblies, testifi ed to the survival of conceptions of direct democracy 
(1986, 109).

Similarly in Germany, where end-of-century repression had favoured 
the centralization of struggles and working-class representation in the 
party (Nolan 1986), the workers’ movement was born and grew from 
the bottom up: ‘even apart from the strikes, to many workers self-
organization and collective self-help appeared to be a quasi-natural way 
to protect against the insecurities of the market economy and the supe-
riority of employers’ (Kocka 1986, 338). The Verband Deutscher Arbei-
tervereine grew as the umbrella organization of workers’ associations 
that had developed close links with left-wing and democratic liberals 
(Kocka 1986, 345). It was the defeat of the mobilizations of 1848–9 that 
rendered these alliances more diffi cult, contributing towards the creation 
of a strong yet isolated social democratic party.

From an organizational point of view, the interweaving and tensions 
between working-class struggles and conceptions of democracy were 
refl ected in frequent waves of criticism of parties and trade unions ‘from 
below’. As early as the end of the nineteenth century, in Germany, the 
political police had registered in the workers’ Kneipen (bars) complaints 
about the coldness of the party and the loss of working-class spirit (Evans 
1989, 246). In France, in 1936, the occupation of factories demonstrated 
how these had substituted trades as the focus of identity. As Perrot 
recalled:

The occupations of factories in 1936 implied an entirely different 
relationship not merely to the instrument of work, but also to space. 
Dispersed with respect to residence, the workers were reunited daily 
in the factory, which became the locus of their collective existence; 
dislocated with respect to their crafts, they were reunited in the fi rm, 
which became the locus of their convergence, and thereby all at once 
the epicentre of the labour movement. (1986, 91)

In Great Britain, if the explosion in the numbers of those joining trade 
unions in the 1890s, and the mobilizations linked to this, led to the 
Labour party’s running in the general elections of 1892, dissatisfaction 
over the lack of direct representation for the poor nevertheless accom-
panied the development of ideas of direct revolutionary action. 4

Conceptions and practices of different models of democracy (and dif-
ferent democratic qualities) with respect to those foreseen in the defi ni-
tion of the liberal state were indeed develo ped and prefi gured during 
waves of protest. In Great Britain, from 1910 to 1914, a new surge in 
membership of trade unions accompanied ‘bottom-up’ actions organized 
during the depression of 1908–9. Spontaneous transport strikes led to 
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alliances negotiated from below among up to eighteen trade unions at a 
time, all pledging not to leave the negotiating table until the requests of 
each had been satisfi ed. Community mobilizations included the strikers’ 
wives, who marched under the banner ‘Our poverty is your danger. Stand 
by us’. Currents of trade unionism in defence of working-class autonomy 
developed, criticizing existing trade unions as too sectarian in structure, 
oriented to compromise in their politics and internally oligarchic in 
their conception of representation (Hinton 1974, 91). These examples 
of working-class autonomy are described as ‘loosely-coordinated, frag-
mented and lacking a coherent body of theory’; in this sense, ‘trade 
unionism failed to organize the grassroots leaders of industrial militancy 
into a disciplined force capable of leading a fi ght for revolutionary poli-
tics within labour politics’ (1974, 94). Nevertheless, ‘in a period when 
the Labour Party achieved little and was wracked by internal dissension, 
the trade union explosion provided a base for a renewal of socialist poli-
tics’ (1974, 89). Even during the Great War of 1914–18, spontaneous 
protests saw alliances between skilled and unskilled workers, who pushed 
the Labour party to adopt some socialist goals. After the war, resistance 
to the moderate turn of the Labour government was expressed in the 
1920–1 protests by the unemployed people’s movement (organized in the 
National Unemployed Workers Movement), taking the form of hunger 
marches, which saw the participation of, among others, the party’s local 
councillors, often at odds with the national government (1974, 134–5). 
The trade unions also expressed their disappointment about the second 
(minority) Labour government in 1929. In the 1930s, Labour re-emerged 
under the control of the trade unionists, with calls for promises to enact 
socialist legislation when in government, and a bottom-up opposition to 
the alliance with Churchill emerged in 1944.

Moments of tension and innovation also developed in the course of 
waves of strikes, accompanied by processions, assemblies and occupa-
tions. According to E. P. Thompson’s formula, ‘class formation occurs at 
the intersection of determination and self-activity: the working class made 
itself as much as it was made’ (1978, 299). It was especially during strikes 
that a working-class consciousness was formed. In Michelle Perrot’s 
reconstruction (1974), the strikes that spread through France at the end 
of the nineteenth century 5 were in fact organized not just by trade unions, 
but also by various local committees, with strong involvement from 
grassroots activists, who were often very young. In this sense, action 
produced and repro duced the workers’ community – as Perrot noted:

Revolt is not instinctive. It is born of action, and community in action. 
The strike, in this view, offers a remarkable occasion for basic training, 
an antidote to isolation, to the mortal cold that the division of labour 
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reduces workers to. With its leaders, its assemblies, its demonstrations, 
its language, sometimes even its fi nancial organization, it forms a com-
munity with Rousseauian aspirations, anxious for direct democracy, 
avid for transparency and communion. (1974, 725)

In its everyday dimension, the long strike of this period (ten times longer 
than the average contemporary strike), ‘even if rational in its reasoning 
and objectives, is not purely functional, but experience, history, event. 
Experienced as a liberating force, able to break the monotony of the days 
and force the retreat of the bosses’ power, it crystallized an ephemeral 
and often-regretted counter-society. Strike nostalgia carries the seed of 
its recommencing’ (1974, 725).

Pushed by the workers’ movement, the debate on democracy also 
spread to include not only an emphasis on participation, but also themes 
of social equality. In the fi rst period of the development of capitalism, 
equality in civil and political rights sanctioned by the concept of citizen-
ship was not normally considered to be in confl ict with the social inequal-
ities produced by the market, notwithstanding the fact that these 
weakened the enjoyment of civil and political rights (Marshall 1992, 27). 
In the twentieth century, the growth of economic wellbeing, the diffusion 
of education, and the use of those same civil and political rights affected 
this balance:

Social integration spread from the sphere of sentiments and patriotism 
to that of material satisfaction. The components of a civilized and 
cultivated life, at fi rst the monopoly of the few, were progressively 
placed within reach of the many, who were encouraged to reach out 
their hand to those who still eluded their claims. The diminution of 
inequality reinforced the pressures for its abolition, at least with regard 
to the essential elements of social wellbeing. These aspirations were in 
part heeded for incorporating social rights in the status of citizenship 
and thus creating a universal right to a real income that is not propor-
tional to the market value of the claimer. (1992, 28)

Social rights began then to be discussed as essential conditions for a true 
enjoyment of political rights.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries it was therefore Bendix’s 
‘masses’ that conquered the rights of citizenship, organizing in political 
parties which then contributed to their integration. In particular, the 
socialist parties included the working class in the system, allowing the 
nationalization of society: ‘above all integrating the working class into 
the procedures of the representative regime, “giving it a voice” and thus 
leading it to enter into dialogue with the other components of the politi-
cal system, then contributing with success to enlarge the attributes of the 
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State’ (Pizzorno 1996, 1023). With respect to the democratic state, the 
‘masses’ exercised constant pressure for the enlargement of rights to 
dissent, as well as ‘civility control’.6 Further, they kept alive a focus on 
participatory democracy – open, direct and horizontal.

A participatory revolution?

Going back to the defi nition of liberal democracy, we can observe that 
it does not refl ect some of th e main elements which are present in the 
conceptions and practices of democracy which have developed in the last 
two centuries. While the electoral moment certainly played an important 
role, it was, however, neither the only nor the most important one in a 
democratic participation which instead fl ourished in associational forms, 
often independent of the representative circuit. Like the labour move-
ment in the past, more recent movements also became arenas for debat-
ing and experimenting with different conceptions of democracy.

The protest movements of the late 1960s were already interpreted as 
an indication of the widening gap between parties and citizens – and 
indeed of the parties’ inability to represent new lines of confl ict (Offe 
1985). This could be seen in the growing separation between movements 
and parties, that had together contributed to the development of some 
main confl ict lines. Despite the obvious tensions between movements and 
parties, especially on the European continent, relations with parties long 
continued to play a central role for movements (Tarrow 1998; della Porta 
1995). In fact, social movements have tended to form alliances more or 
less tightly with parties – and parties have sought to co-opt social move-
ments, to absorb their identities, and to represent them in institutions. 
Social movements have indeed been extremely sensitive to the character-
istics of their political parties of reference: they have privileged action in 
society, leaving parties the job of bringing their claims to institutions. 
They have placed themselves on the political Left–Right axis, and have 
constructed discourses compatible with the ideologies of their allies. For 
their part, parties have not been impermeable to the pressures of move-
ments: from the Labour party in Great Britain to the Social Democrats in 
Germany, from the French socialists to the Italian communists, the pro-
grammes and members of the institutional left have changed following 
interactions with social movements and increasing awareness on themes 
such as gender discrimination or environmental protection. Comparative 
research has indicated that, in general, the old Left has been more dis-
posed to supporting movements in locations where exclusive regimes had 
for a long time hindered the moderation of confl icts on the Left–Right 
axis (Kriesi et al. 1995, 68; della Porta and Rucht 1995).7
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Between parties and movements, tensions continued to develop, 
however, over the appropriate organizational format. Faced with more 
and more bureaucratized parties (see chapter 2), the democratic quality 
of participation has re mained central in the visions and practices of left-
wing social movements. The 1968 movements (or the ‘sixty-eight years’, 
as they have recently been defi ned) called for an extension of civil rights 
and forms of political participation. The Berkeley Free Speech Movement 
infl uenced European student movements, which also organized debates 
on freedom of opinion as well as the ‘state of emergence of democracy’ 
(in Germany, for example) (for recent analyses, see Tolomelli 2008; 
Klimke and Scharlot 2008). The anti-authoritarian frame, central to 
these movements, was in fact articulated in claims for ‘democracy from 
below’. Democracies in the form of councils and self-management were 
also discussed in the workers’ movements of those years. Beyond the 
expansion of forms of political participation, the student movement and 
those that followed it (the fi rst being the women’s movement) experi-
mented internally with new democratic practices, considered to be early 
signs of the realization of non-authoritarian relations (a libertarian 
dimension).

The so-called new social movements of the 1970s and the 1980s also 
insisted on the legitimacy – if not the prevalence – of alternative forms 
of democracy, criticizing liberal visions. In fact, ‘the struggle of the left 
libertarian movements thus recalls an ancient element of democratic 
theory, which promotes the organization of the collective decision-
making process variously defi ned as classical, populist, communitarian, 
strong, grassroots or direct democracy, against a democratic practice 
defi ned in contemporary democracies as realist, liberal, elitist, republican 
or representative democracy’ (Kitschelt 1993, 15). According to this 
interpretation, against a liberal democracy based on delegation to repre-
sentatives who may be controlled only at elections, movements affi rm 
that citizens, naturally interested in politics, must directly assume the 
task of intervening in political decisions. As carriers of a participatory 
conception of democracy, the new social movements of the 1970s also 
criticized the monopoly of mediation through mass parties and by a 
‘strong’ structuration of interests, aiming to shift policy making towards 
more visible and controllable places. Democracy as self-management was 
much discussed among social movements in this period.

In part, these conceptions did penetrate the democratic state through 
reforms that widened participation in schools, in factories and in local 
areas but also through the political recognition of movement organiza-
tions and the ‘right to dissent’. Beginning from the 1960s, there has also 
been an increase in institutional and other forms of participation. In 
an important piece of comparative research carried out in the 1970s in 
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different western democracies, Samuel Barnes and Max Kaase noted 
that, with respect to laws and decisions considered unjust or illegitimate, 
ever larger groups of citizens were ready to resort to forms of action 
characterized by their unconventionality, as in advanced industrial societ-
ies techniques of direct political action were no longer carrying the 
stigma of deviance, nor were seen as anti-systemic in their orientation 
(Barnes and Kaase 1979, 157). For example, between 1960 and 1974, 
the percentage of those who responded ‘Non-conventional political 
actions, such as demonstrations’ to the question ‘What can a citizen do 
with respect to a local regulation judged unjust or damaging?’ increased 
in Great Britain, the United States and the Federal Republic of Germany 
from less than 1 per cent to over 7 per cent.

The conclusion here is that increasing participation, including uncon-
ventional forms, is not an indicator of political alienation but, on the 
contrary, of the growth in political competences, in particular among the 
young. It was an expression of an enduring increase in potential citizen 
interventions, a broadening of the repertoire of political action that they 
rightly predicted was going to be reproduced over and over again (1979, 
534).

In line with those predictions, a large-scale comparative research 
project – which used data from different surveys carried out at various 
points in numerous western democracies – underlined that, at least until 
1990, political participation in western Europe grew considerably, with 
a reduction in the percentage of entirely inactive people (from 85 per 
cent in 1959 to 44 per cent in 1990) and a parallel growth in people 
partaking in some political activity (from 15 per cent in 1959 to 66 per 
cent in 1990) (Topf 1995, 68). While traditional political participation 
has remained stable, non-institutional participation has increased enor-
mously in the years that followed. This growth has affected not only all 
the countries analysed, but, within the individual countries, it has reduced 
the differences in participation levels linked to gender, age and educa-
tional attainment – so as to lead scholars to speak of a ‘participatory 
revolution’ (1995, 78).

The most recent research also confi rms that unconventional forms of 
participation are complementary, not alternatives, to conventional forms. 
In the 2000s, survey-based research has repeatedly underlined the decline 
of conventional forms of political participation (Putnam 2000; see also 
chapter 2), but the corresponding rise in unconventional forms (Torcal 
and Montero 2006). In Italy, for instance, unconventional forms of par-
ticipation, such as signing petitions or participating in boycotts and 
marches, have spread – in 2005 the percentage of citizens that partici-
pated in unconventional forms stood at 37 per cent, equal to that of citi-
zens participating in conventional ways (Lello 2007, 433; also Diamanti, 
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2007). In addition, while parties are losing members and trust, voluntary 
associations have gained. The number of people declaring that they never 
discuss politics has also tended to decrease: in Italy from 47 per cent in 
1981 to 32 per cent in 2000 (Lello 2007, 416).

Conclusion

In conclusion, at the normative level, the concept of participatory democ-
racy has suggested, with growing success, the need to increase the number 
and power of arenas open to citizens’ participation. Concretely, real 
existing democracies developed by multiplying channels of participation, 
and extending the civil, political and social rights that made that partici-
pation possible. In fact, at least partially, participatory conceptions have 
penetrated the democratic state, through reforms that increased partici-
pation in public institutions, but also through the political recognition 
of the ‘right to dissent’. This evolution has been neither linear nor 
peaceful: rights to participation were affi rmed through various waves 
of protest, with strong resistance and frequent U-turns. Different demo-
cratic qualities – based on participatory principles – were nurtured in 
social movement organizations, re-emerging with more strength in times 
of struggle. The broadening of participation rights was refl ected in a 
growth in unconventional forms of participation. Most importantly, the 
criticism of liberal democracy was expressed in the theorization of and 
experimentation with other models of democracy in a growing number 
of social movements.



Deliberative Democracy: 
Between Representation 

and Participation

4

After a march on 15 May 2011, about forty protestors decided to camp 
in Madrid’s main square, Puerta del Sol, calling for supporters on the 
Internet. By 20 May, 30,000 people were in that square, and many 
more followed the protest online, while the movement spread to many 
other localities, both large and small. As sociologist John Postill (2012), 
present during the events, recalled, ‘The encampments rapidly evolved 
into “cities within cities” governed through popular assemblies and 
committees. The committees were created around practical needs such 
as cooking, cleaning, communicating and carrying out actions. Deci-
sions were made through both majority rules vote and consensus. The 
structure was horizontal, with rotating spokespersons in lieu of leaders. 
Tens of thousands of citizens were thus experimenting with participa-
tory, direct and inclusive forms of democracy at odds with the domi-
nant logic of political representation. Displaying a thorough mixture 
of utopianism and pragmatism, the new movement drew up a list of 
concrete demands, including the removal of corrupt politicians from 
electoral lists, while pursuing revolutionary goals such as giving “All 
power to the People”.’ By mid-June 2011, consensus-oriented assem-
blies decided it was time to move from the central squares to the 
neighborhoods (barrios).

From Spain, the emphasis on the creation of open spaces moved 
to Greece and the US, following mobile activists. Describing Occupy 
Boston, and citing an activist who talked about the ‘small slice of 
utopia we are creating’, Juris (2012, 268) singled out some of the 
tactical, incubating and infrastructural roles of the occupied free 
spaces: among the fi rst are attracting media attention and inspiring 
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participation; among the second, ‘providing a space for grassroots 
participatory democracy; ritual and community building, strategizing 
and action planning, public education and prefi guring alternative 
worlds that embody the movement’s visions’; among the third, net-
working and coordination. Beyond the prefi guration of a different 
society, the activists already imagine that these spaces, as Ratza and 
Kurnik (2012) noted, are also important in the invention of alterna-
tive, but not yet imagined, futures, through what has been called a 
politics of becoming. In the Occupy movement they studied in Slo-
venia, the encounters between diverse minorities transform them and 
their visions.

Protestors in the Puerta del Sol, or those in Zuccotti Park in New York, 
certainly went back to conceptions of participation from below, cher-
ished by the progressive social movements I mentioned in the previous 
chapter. As this short account indicates, however, they combined this 
with special attention to the creation of egalitarian and inclusive public 
spheres. In this sense, their actions resonate with the conceptions and 
practices of deliberative democracy, which we are going to discuss in this 
chapter. Here as well, I shall fi rst introduce the debate on normative 
theory and then refer to empirical research on democratic conceptions 
and practices in social movements, looking in particular at two waves 
of protest at the turn of the millennium.

Deliberative democracy: an introduction

A different type of criticism of the liberal democratic model from the 
one discussed under the ‘participatory’ label came from the theorists 
of a deliberative democracy, initially defi ned as ‘liberal-deliberative 
democracy’.

What emerges as most innovative in the defi nition of deliberative 
democracy is the importance given to preference (trans)formation during 
the discursive process oriented to the defi nition of the public good. In 
fact, deliberative democracy requires a transformation of preferences 
during the interaction (Dryzek 2000a, 79). It is ‘a process through which 
initial preferences are transformed in order to take into account the 
points of view of the others’ (Miller 1993, 75). In this sense, it differs 
from conceptions of democracy as aggregation of (exogenously gener-
ated) preferences (or opinions) as it aims instead at their (democratic) 
formation.

With varying emphases, theorists of deliberative democracy stressed 
the importance of communication, as in deliberative democracy people 
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are convinced by the force of the better argument. In particular, (good) 
deliberation is conceived as being based on horizontal fl ows of commu-
nication, multiple producers of content, ample opportunities for interac-
tion, confrontation on the basis of rational argumentation, and a positive 
attitude to reciprocal listening (Habermas 1981, 1996). To use Barber’s 
(2003, 173) words, ‘at the heart of strong democracy is talk’, and demo-
cratic talk requires listening as well as uttering.

Some deliberative conceptions stress consensus, as decisions are 
reached by convincing the others of one’s own good argument. Decisions 
must therefore be approvable by all participants, in contrast with majori-
tarian democracy, in which decisions are legitimated by votes. According 
to Joshua Cohen (1989), an ideal deliberation aims to reach a rationally 
motivated consensus thanks to reasons that are persuasive to all.

Changes of preferences regarding the public good should occur 
through the process of argumentation wherein reasons are exchanged 
in support of respective and different positions. The central tenet of 
deliberative democratic theory is, in fact, that it is through argumenta-
tion that participants in deliberation convince one another and come 
to decisions. In deliberative democracy, the debate is oriented to fi nding 
endorsable reasons (Ferejohn 2000).

Finally, deliberation enables individuals to abstract themselves from 
the mere appeal of self-interest, in such a way that the solution should 
reveal the general interest (Cohen 1989, 23–4; Elster 1998). In this 
model, ‘the political debate is organized around alternative conceptions 
of the public good’, and, above all, it ‘draws identities and citizens’ 
interests in ways that contribute to public building of public good’ 
(Cohen 1989, 18–19). A deliberative setting thus facilitates the search 
for a common good (Elster 1998). Indeed, while I can consider my pref-
erences as suffi cient reason to make a proposal, deliberation in condi-
tions of pluralism requires that I fi nd reasons that make my proposal 
acceptable to others whom I can expect not to consider the fact that this 
is my preference to be a suffi cient reason for supporting it (Cohen 1989, 
33). A public explanation of oneself and one’s own reasons ‘forces you 
to report only those reasons that others might plausibly be expected to 
share’ (Goodin 2003, 63).

Deliberative democracy is therefore a way to address controversies 
through dialogue: when citizens or their representatives disagree morally, 
they should continue to reason together until they reach mutually accept-
able decisions (Gutmann and Thompson 1996). Decisions are legitimate 
‘to the extent they receive refl ective assent through participation in 
authentic deliberation by all those subject to the decision in question’ 
(Dryzek 2010, 23). Deliberation (or even communication) is based upon 
the belief that, while not giving up my perspective, I might learn if I listen 
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to the other (Young 1996). While reaching consensus is not always pos-
sible, different forms of meta-consensus (on values, beliefs, preferences 
or discourses) can ensure the functioning of a deliberative arena (Dryzek 
2010, 94, 114).

Deliberative forms of democracy have also been advocated as a way 
to channel the support of critical citizens into democratic institutions by 
building upon the assumption that contemporary democracies (at the 
local, national and supranational levels) need to combine representative 
institutions with other arenas. As Dryzek (2010, 40) noted, ‘Democracy 
does not have to be a matter of counting heads – even deliberative heads. 
Nor does it have to be confi ned to the formal institutions of the state or 
the constitutional surface of the political life. Accepting such confi nement 
means accepting a needlessly thin conception of democracy.’ In the past, 
participation developed especially within political parties, where the 
reference to common values permitted the formation of collective identi-
ties. As mentioned earlier (see chapter 2), the very processes of economic 
globalization and political transnationalization challenge representative 
forms of democracy as they have developed within the nation state.

Recently developed partial solutions to the weaknesses of representa-
tive democracy appear far from satisfactory. Technocratic models of 
democracy, based on the assumption of consensual goals (such as eco-
nomic development) to be reached with the input of experts or public 
bureaucrats, are accused of disempowering (and alienating) citizens 
(Sanderson 1999). Media democracy, with legitimation mediated by 
mass media, has facilitated populist appeals – as commercialization and 
centralization in the media system have encouraged the trend away from 
information and critical debate. In this context, interest has risen, among 
scholars as well as practitioners, in forms of democracy variously defi ned 
as deliberative.

Faced with these perceived challenges to representative democracy, the 
virtues of deliberative democracy are said to include legitimation on the 
input side and effi cacy on the output side: ‘Beyond its essential contribu-
tion to democracy per se, citizen participation in the policy process can 
contribute to the legitimization of policy development and implementa-
tion’ (Fischer 2003, 205). For Bernard Manin, the legitimacy of the deci-
sion is the outstanding product of the deliberative theory of democracy: 
‘A legitimate decision is one that results from the deliberation of all. It is 
the process by which everyone’s will is formed that confers its legitimacy 
on the outcome’ (1987, 351–2). Also for Seyla Benhabib (1996, 69), 
deliberation ‘is a necessary condition for attaining legitimacy . . . with 
regard to collective decision-making processes in a polity . . . what is con-
sidered in the common interest of all results from processes of collective 
deliberation’. And for Amy Gutmann (1996, 344), ‘the legitimate exercise 
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of political authority requires . . . decision-making by deliberation among 
free and equal citizens’. In this sense, deliberative democracy is ‘a norma-
tive account of the bases of democratic legitimacy’ (Young 2003, 103). 
Deliberation, as a ‘dispassionate, reasoned, logical’ type of communica-
tion, promises to increase citizens’ trust in political institutions (Dryzek 
2000b, 64). Indeed, scholars highlighted a ‘moralising effect of the public 
discussion’ (Miller 1993, 83) that ‘encourages people not to merely 
express political opinions (through surveys or referendum) but to form 
those opinions through a public debate’ (1983, 89).

In its turn, legitimacy should facilitate the implementation of deci-
sions, and effi ciency should increase thanks to the increased information 
that citizens bring into the process. Among others, Fung and Wright 
(2001) stated the need to transform democracy in order to improve its 
capacity to achieve public goods. Deliberation should make people 
capable of overcoming their own individual interests and participating 
in the pursuit of a general interest (Cohen 1989, 23–4). In a virtuous 
circle, deliberative spaces improve citizens’ information and decision-
making capacity. Research on attempts at extending policy making 
through deliberative experiments – in the forms of auditing, people’s 
juries and so on – usually focuses attention on the capacity of these 
instruments to solve problems created, for example, by local opposition 
to unpopular local land use (Bobbio and Zeppetella 1999, Sintomer 
2001).

Deliberative and participatory democracy

A fourth model of democracy developed from some criticism of the 
original deliberative conception, bridging it with emphasis on delibera-
tion from below. Critics have fi rst of all stigmatized the exclusionary 
nature of the public sphere, especially as conceived in the Habermasian 
proposal. As Nancy Fraser noted:

not only was there always a plurality of competing publics, but the 
relations between bourgeois publics and other publics were always 
confl ictual. Virtually from the beginning, counterpublics contested the 
exclusionary norms of the bourgeois public, elaborating alternative 
styles of political behavior and alternative norms of public speech. 
Bourgeois publics, in turn, excoriated these alternatives and deliber-
ately sought to block broader participation. (1997, 75)

As mentioned in the previous chapter, subaltern counterpublics (includ-
ing workers, women, ethnic minorities, etc.) actually formed parallel 
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discursive arenas, where counter-discourses developed, allowing for the 
formation and re-defi nition of identities, interests and needs (1997, 81). 
Also, in contemporary societies, a multitude of public spheres offers to 
those subaltern groups the possibility of forming a collective identity. We 
can agree with Sheila Benhabib that ‘heterogeneity, otherness, and dif-
ference can fi nd expression in multiple associations, networks, and citi-
zens’ forums, all of which constitute public life under late capitalism’ 
(1996, 84).

Second, and linked to this, liberal deliberative theories are said to tend 
towards an institutional bias denying that democracy develops (also or 
mainly) outside of public institutions. Scholars of deliberative democracy 
disagree in fact about the spheres in which it may take place, some focus-
ing on the institutional public spheres, others on alternative spheres, free 
from state intervention (della Porta 2005b). Habermas (1996) postulates 
a double-track process, with ‘informal’ deliberation taking place outside 
institutions and then, as public opinion, infl uencing institutional delibera-
tion. In empirical research, particular attention has been devoted to insti-
tutional arenas, from parliaments (Steiner et al. 2005) to administrative 
committees (Joerges and Neyer 1997), or in the mass media. According 
to other authors, however, deliberation happens (also or mainly) outside 
of public institutions. Joshua Cohen (1989) holds that deliberative democ-
racy develops in voluntary groups, in particular in political parties, while 
John Dryzek (2000) singles out social movements as better positioned to 
build deliberative spaces, since they keep a critical eye upon institutions. 
In a similar vein, Jane Mansbridge (1996) stated that deliberation should 
take place in a number of enclaves, free from institutional power – social 
movements being among them. As Claus Offe (1997, 102–3) has empha-
sized, deliberative democracy needs citizens embedded in associative 
networks, able to build democratic skills among their adherents.

Third, not only does the historical account of the ‘bourgeois’ public 
sphere leave aside the ‘proletarian’ ones, but the very communicative 
styles which are normatively stressed varies. The Habermasian emphasis 
on the role of reason has been contested by those who pointed instead 
at the positive role of emotions and narration in public deliberation (Pol-
letta 2006). Research on institutions as well as social movements revealed 
that different public spheres have different grammars (Talpin 2011; Haug 
2010). Habermas has thus been criticized for refl ecting elitarian norms: 
communicative rationality at the expense of story-telling, or politeness 
instead of passions. The importance of protest action as a complement 
to discourse was also noted: ‘processes of engaged and responsible demo-
cratic participation include street demonstrations and sit-ins, musical 
works and cartoons, as much as parliamentary speeches and letters to 
the editor’ (Young 2003: 119).
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Emotions are here considered as important in creating solidarity 
through closeness and knowledge. As Hannah Arendt observed, a broad 
way of thinking cannot develop in isolation or solitude, but needs the 
presence of those others who have to be taken into account in that think-
ing (Arendt 1972, 282). Rhetoric can perform important functions in 
bonding and bridging individuals (Dryzek 2010, 69–81). To move 
beyond individual selfi shness, in Iris Young’s view too, people must meet, 
as a ‘moral point of view’ grows not from solitary reasoning, but from 
concrete meetings with others, who ask for their own needs, desires and 
perspectives to be recognized (Young 1990, 106). The need for a delib-
eration inside counterpublics, or enclaves of resistance, is recognized by 
the theoreticians of participatory forms of deliberation. Among them 
Jane Mansbridge stresses that ‘democracies also need to foster and value 
informal deliberative enclaves of resistance in which those who lose in 
each coercive move can rework their ideas and their strategies, gathering 
their forces and deciding in a more protected space in what way or 
whether to continue the struggle’ (1996, 46–7).

What is more, social inequality is said to reduce the capacity of 
oppressed groups to learn the dominant rules of the game, as oppression 
‘consists in systematic institutional processes which prevent some people 
from learning and using satisfying or expansive skills in socially recog-
nized settings, or which inhibit people’s ability to play and communicate 
with others or to express their feelings and perspective on social life 
in contexts where others can listen’ (Young 2000, 156). Deliberative 
democracy, in its original version, is thus accused of favouring (at least 
reproducing) inequalities:

Although deliberators will always choose to disregard some argu-
ments, when this disregard is systematically associated with the 
arguments made by those we know already to be systematically 
disadvantaged, we should at least reevaluate our assumptions about 
deliberation’s democratic potential. This is all the more problematic 
as deliberation requires not only equality in resources and the guar-
antee of equal opportunity to articulate persuasive arguments but 
also equality in ‘epistemological authority’, in the capacity to evoke 
acknowledgment of one’s arguments. (Sanders 1997, 349)

Fourth, and most fundamentally, the classical version of deliberative 
democracy assumes the possibility of reaching consensus through dia-
logue, thus excluding fundamental confl icts, which are instead parts and 
parcel of democratic development. It does not therefore help to address 
a fundamental question: if, as is usually the case, deliberation does not 
achieve consensus, how should confl icts be addressed (Smith 2009, 11)? 
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The very plurality of opinions makes confl icts, even bitter ones, all the 
more likely. As Flybjerg (1998, 229) observed, ‘With the plurality that a 
contemporary concept for civil society must contain, confl ict becomes an 
inevitable part of this concept. Thus civil society does not mean “civi-
lized” in the sense of well-mannered behavior. In strong civil societies, 
distrusts and criticism of authoritative action are omnipresent as is result-
ing political confl ict.’ But, also, exclusion from some spaces of delibera-
tion might produce confl icts. From this point of view, public spheres are 
confl ictual as they are selective: ‘If some of the interests, opinions, and 
perspectives are suppressed . . ., or if some groups have diffi culties getting 
heard for reasons of structural inequality, cultural misunderstanding, or 
social prejudice, then the agenda or the results of public policy are likely 
to be biased or unfair. For these reasons, the public sphere will properly 
be a site of struggle – often contentious struggles’ (Young 2000, 178). 
The presence of confl icts (that cannot be solved discursively) is particu-
larly important, as mentioned before (see chapter 3), in conceptualiza-
tions of radical democracy as based upon agonistic interactions. As 
Chantal Mouffe wrote, ‘taking pluralism seriously requires that we give 
up the dream of rational consensus which entails the fantasy that we 
could escape from our human form of life’ (2000, 98).

From these criticisms a conception of democracy which is at the same 
time deliberative and participatory developed. It calls for the formation 
of public spheres where, under conditions of equality, inclusiveness and 
transparency, a communicative process based on reason (the strength of 
the good argument) is able to transform individual preferences and reach 
decisions oriented to the public good (della Porta 2005a). A deliberative 
and participatory democracy is fi rst of all inclusive. All citizens have to 
be included in the process and able to express their voice. Against hier-
archy, it ‘requires some forms of apparent equality among citizens’ 
(Cohen 1989, 18); in fact, deliberation takes place among free and equal 
citizens (as ‘free deliberation among equals’: 1989, 20). This means the 
deliberative process takes place under conditions of plurality of values 
where people have different perspectives but face common problems. At 
least, ‘all citizens must be able to develop those capacities that give them 
effective access to the public sphere’, and ‘once in public, they must be 
given suffi cient respect and recognition so as to be able to infl uence deci-
sions that affect them in a favourable direction’ (Bohman 1997, 523–4). 
Deliberation must exclude power – deriving from coercion, but also from 
an uneven balance of the participants as repesentatives of organizations 
of different size or infl uence. In Joshua Cohen’s defi nition, a deliberative 
democracy is ‘an association whose affairs are governed by the public 
deliberation of its members’ (1989, 17). Consensus is, however, possible 
only if there are shared common values.
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Global social movements, public spheres and 
deliberative democracy

A deliberative model based on participation has been promoted by the 
social movements that developed at the turn of the millennium claiming 
global justice. While a participatory emphasis has been pursued by the 
left-libertarian movements of the 1960s and the following decades, social 
movement activists have also been aware of the diffi culties in implement-
ing direct democracy. The risks of a ‘tyranny of the structureless’ (Freeman 
1970; see also Breines 1989) have in fact brought about an increasing 
focus on discursive qualities and consensual decision making (Polletta 
2002).

Some internal characteristics of this mobilization called for a partici-
patory and deliberative conception. In the global justice movement 
(GJM), which became visible with the mobilizations against the WTO 
in Seattle in 1999, characteristics like network organizational structures, 
plural identities and the presence of a varied repertoire were intertwined 
with a transnational dimension (della Porta 2007). A plurality of net-
works active on a variety of issues participated in the protests, including 
in their ranks organizations and activists with experience in previous 
movements. New communication technologies – fi rst and foremost the 
Internet – had not only reduced the costs of mobilization, allowing 
streamlined and fl exible structures, but also facilitated reciprocal interac-
tion between different areas and movements. The social forums repre-
sented attempts to create open spaces for meetings of different individuals 
and groups (della Porta 2009b).

Even though previous social movements also typically had a network 
structure, the global justice movement emphasized, even more than past 
movements, its reticular character, presenting itself as ‘networks of net-
works’. Its activists were in fact rooted in an extremely dense network 
of associations, from Catholic to ecologist associations, from social vol-
unteering to trade unions, from the defence of human rights to women’s 
liberation, often with multiple belongings to associations of different 
types (Andretta et al. 2002, 184; della Porta et al. 2006; della Porta 
2009b; see also della Porta and Caiani 2009). So, for instance, 97.6 per 
cent of participants interviewed at the anti-G8 countersummit in Genoa 
in 2001 were (or had been) members of at least one type of organization, 
80.9 per cent were (or had been) members of at least two, 61 per cent 
of at least three, 38.1 per cent of at least four, 22.8 per cent of at least 
fi ve, 12.6 per cent of six or more (Andretta et al. 2002, 184). Similar 
results emerged from survey-based research at the fi rst European Social 
Forum (ESF), in Florence in 2002 (della Porta et al. 2006), and on 
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the fourth ESF in Athens in 2006 (della Porta 2009b; della Porta and 
Caiani 2009).

The formation of trans-thematic and transnational networks came 
about ‘in action’, along with a widening of protest repertoires (della 
Porta 2008b). From the end of the 1990s, demonstrations against the 
Millennium Round of the WTO in Seattle sparked a new wave of ‘street 
politics’ on global themes. Mass demonstrations had often been called 
for during countersummits defi ned as arenas of ‘international level initia-
tives organized during offi cial summits and on the same themes albeit 
from a critical point of view, raising awareness through protest and 
information with or without contacts with the offi cial version’ (Pianta 
2001, 35). Millions of people joined the international day of protest 
against the war in Iraq on 15 February 2003 (della Porta and Diani 2004; 
Waalgrave and Rucht 2010).

The campaigns against land mines or the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) and the Multilateral Agreement on Investments 
(MAI), the UN-sponsored world conferences and Jubilee 2000 were 
important occasions for organizational networking, aggregating the 
more institutionalized organizations – such as development and human 
rights NGOs, religious and non-religious charities, labour unions and 
large environmental associations – that had already collaborated in, 
among other movements, the previous waves of pacifi st mobilization. 
Similarly, the European Marches against Unemployment and Exclusion, 
the actions in solidarity with the Zapatistas and the Intergalactic meet-
ings (in 1996 in Chiapas and 1997 in Spain), as well the later demonstra-
tions in Prague against the IMF and WB and in Nice and Gothenburg 
against the EU, constituted moments of interaction among the more 
radical groups and the critical unions.

Group interviews with activists show a pride in this ‘plurality of the 
movement’, whose strength was in fact located in its capacity to network 
associations and individuals, bringing together

many situations . . . that in previous years, especially the last ten, did 
not come together enough, met around big issues for very short periods, 
always with a highly emotional impetus, while instead this is, I feel, 
the fi rst experience I have had in such an alive way of contact and 
networking where the fact of being in contact and in a network is one 
of the most important factors . . . this is the positive thing . . . the value 
of the Social Forums. (cited in Del Giorgio 2002, 89)

The network was thus defi ned as more than the sum of its groups: for 
it is in the network that the activist ‘gets to know people, forms relation-
ships, becomes a community’ (2002, 92). As another activist observed, 
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‘A word I feel is key to a different way of doing politics is the concept 
of relations . . . the ability to create and amplify relationships counts more 
than the ability to send them down from above’ (in 2002, 252).

The network logic facilitated the bridging of various issues as well. In 
different countries the different concerns of different movements were 
connected in a lengthy, although not always very visible, process of 
mobilization (della Porta 2007). The global justice movement developed 
from protest campaigns around ‘broker issues’ that tied together con-
cerns of different movements and organizations. In Switzerland, the 
campaign against the WTO brought together squatters, human rights 
activists and labour unionists. In France, the struggle against Genetically 
Modifi ed food linked peasants and ecologists, while the mouvements de 
sans saw the convergence of the critical unions with organizations of the 
unemployed, sans-papiers and homeless. Jubilee 2000 bridged develop-
ment NGOs with rank-and-fi le religious groups. In the anti-Maastricht 
movement in Spain (and later in the ‘50 years are enough’ campaign), 
ecologists and pacifi sts met with critical unionists. In Great Britain, 
opposition to the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act was a catalyst 
for the interaction of travellers, squatters, ravers and environmentalists 
(and in the campaign against dismissals, dockers encountered – even if 
occasionally –the Reclaim the Street direct action network).

All this diversity needed spaces of confrontation where not only issues 
but also frames could be bridged. Countersummits and social forums 
have been important for the construction and exchange of knowledge. 
The relevance of communication is further confi rmed by the importance 
assumed in the organization of protest, not only by the Internet but also 
by connected themes, from copyright to censorship (Milan 2009). Com-
petences in counter-expertise are important characteristics of many more 
formalized associations, but also of think-tanks and alternative media 
close to protestors. The movement for global justice has in fact developed 
actions oriented to sensitizing the public on alternative values and cul-
tures. Networking is facilitated by the so-called campaign approach, 
which foresees the utilization of various forms of protest and infor-
mation, by wide networks of organizations and individuals, to attain 
relatively specifi c, but symbolically signifi cant, demands.

The trans-thematic and transnational nature of the movement consti-
tutes a novelty in an environment which appeared to be characterized 
by movements’ specializations on single themes (from women to the 
environment, from peace to AIDS). In transnational protests, worries 
about the environment, women’s rights, peace and social inequalities 
continue as characteristics of the sub-groups or networks involved in the 
globalization mobilization. The defi nition of a ‘movement of movements’ 
underlines the survival of specifi c claims, and the non-subordination of 
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one confl ict in relation to others. The multiplicity of bases of reference 
in terms of class, gender, generation, race and religion appears to have 
led to identities that are, if not weak, certainly composite. In different 
campaigns, countersummits and social forums, fragments of diverse cul-
tures – secular and religious, radical and reformist, of young and old 
generations – have tangled together in a wider discourse that has taken 
the theme of social (and global) injustice as its glue, yet at the same time 
leaving plenty of space for deepening discussions of different themes. At 
the transnational level, local and global concerns have been connected 
to values such as equality, justice, human rights and environmental 
protection.

Platforms, forums, coalitions and networks have allowed reciprocal 
knowledge and, often, understanding. Even while pluralism and diversity 
have been much emphasized, in the movement’s discourse a master frame 
has developed around the claim for global justice and another democ-
racy. In parallel, the enemy has been identifi ed in neoliberal globalization, 
which characterized not only the policies of international fi nancial insti-
tutions (the WB, the IMF and the WTO) but also the political choices 
of national right-wing parties and also left-wing governments. These 
actors are considered responsible for the growing social injustice, and its 
negative effects on women, the environment, the global South, etc. Next 
to social injustice, a common base is the meta-discourse on the search 
for new forms of democracy. The traditional legitimation of democracy 
through electoral accountability has been challenged by the development 
of global governance, but also by the perceived decline in state interven-
tion as a consequence of a global economy. Perceived as hostile to the 
movement’s claims, parties have also been criticized as the carriers of a 
conception of politics (and democracy) that is limited and exclusive. 
Distrust of parties refl ects the perception shared by some activists that 
‘politics from below’ is a viable alternative to the conception of politics 
as an activity for professionals defended by the parties (della Porta et al. 
2006). The critique of parties – especially those potentially closest to 
movements – regards their conception of politics even more than their 
concrete political choices. Stigmatized as the carriers of an idea of profes-
sional politics, parties are seen as, at best, interested in electorally exploit-
ing the movement, all the while denying its political credentials. In focus 
groups, most criticized is the reference made by party leaders to

a pre-political movement asking to be listened to and then translated 
into a political project and programme by those doing politics in the 
institutional sense of the word, from local institutions to parliaments, 
and this is extremely dangerous . . . the very fact that many insist on 
saying that this is a youth movement . . . I remember an interview with 
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the mayor of Florence after the Social Forum in which he said ‘one 
cannot ask these young people to express political projects, it is up to 
us to interpret them’. (cited in della Porta 2007)

This movement’s characteristics fuelled in fact a search for alterna-
tive conceptions of democracy. Focusing attention on the global justice 
movement, the research project Demos (Democracy in Europe and the 
Mobilization of the Society) – covering six European countries (Italy, 
France, Spain, Germany, Switzerland and Great Britain) as well as the 
transnational level – showed the increasing relevance of the debate on 
democracy, inside and outside the movement, confi rming, however, that 
various conceptions of democracy coexist, stressing different democratic 
qualities (see chapter 1).

Debates tended to develop within the movements on the two main 
dimensions I used to construct the general typology of models of democ-
racy (see chapter 1). First, participatory conceptions that stress inclusive-
ness of equals were contrasted with those based upon the delegation of 
power to representatives. A second dimension referred instead to majori-
tarian versus deliberative visions, diverging in the decision-making 
methods. Deliberative aspects have been particularly embedded and valo-
rized by the method of consensus that poses an even stronger emphasis 
on the decision-making process per se than on the outcome of such a 
process. In the various parts of the Demos research (see della Porta and 
Reiter 2006; della Porta and Mosca 2006), we have in fact used a typol-
ogy that crosses these two dimensions of participation (referring to the 
degree of delegation of power, inclusiveness and equality) and delibera-
tion (referring to the decision-making model and to the quality of 
communication).

The analysis of the fundamental documents of 244 social movement 
organizations that have participated in the Social Forum process in 
Europe has shown that most of them made reference there to democratic 
values (della Porta 2009b). Participation is one of the most widespread 
references, mentioned by one-third of the organizations as an internal 
value and by more than half as a general value. This applies not only to 
the pure forms of social movement organizations; trade unions and left-
wing political parties also referred to participation as a founding prin-
ciple. However, additional values emerged that specify (and differentiate 
among) the conceptions of participatory democracy. References to limits 
to delegation, the rotation principle, mandated delegation, and criticism 
of delegation as internal organizational values were present although not 
dominant (each mentioned by between 6 and 11 per cent of our groups). 
Non-hierarchical decision making was often mentioned (16 per cent), 
and inclusiveness was even more (21 per cent and 29 per cent). If we 
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group the positive responses on critique of delegation, limitation of del-
egation, non-hierarchical decision making, and mandated delegation into 
an index of non-hierarchical decision making, 23.4 per cent had positive 
scores. Signifi cantly, representative values were mentioned instead by 
only 6 per cent of our organizations.

With the aim of identifying the visions of democracy, inside and outside 
the movement, in this document analysis we narrowed them down to 
four basic conceptions (or models) of internal democracy (della Porta 
and Reiter 2006). In the associational model, the assembly is composed 
of delegates and – even in those cases in which the assembly consists of 
all members and is defi ned as the main decision-making organ – everyday 
politics is managed by an executive committee; decisions are taken by 
majority vote. When, according to the selected documents, delegates 
make decisions on a consensual basis, we speak of deliberative represen-
tation. When decisions are made by an assembly that includes all 
members, and no executive committee exists, we have an assembleary 
model, when decisions are taken by a majority; and deliberative partici-
pation, if consensus and communicative processes based on reason are 
mentioned together with participation as important values (see table 4.1).

As we can see in table 4.1, half of the 212 organizations we sampled 
support an associational conception of internal decision making.1 This 
means that, at least formally, a model based upon delegation and the 
majority principle is quite widespread, and indeed expected, given the 
pre sence in the global justice movement of parties, unions and NGOs. 

Table 4.1 Typology of democratic conception

Participation

High Low

Consensus Low Associational model (%)
Visions: 59.0
Practices: 35.6
Norms: 19.1

Assembleary model (%)
Visions: 14.6
Practices: 2.5
Norms: 35.9

High Deliberative representation 
(%)

Visions: 15.6
Practices: 32.7
Norms: 8.2

Deliberative participation 
(%)

Visions: 10.8
Practices: 29.2
Norms: 36.7

Visions (no. of cases 212), practices (no. of cases 184), norms (no. of cases 1055).
Source: della Porta 2009a, 72.
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This is, however, only part of the picture: we classifi ed 14.6 per cent of 
the organizations as assembleary since, in the documents we analysed, 
they stressed the role of the assembly in a decision-making process that 
remained tied to aggregative methods such as voting or bargaining. In 
an additional quarter (26.4 per cent) of the organizations, the delibera-
tive element came to the fore, with 15.6 per cent of organizations apply-
ing consensus within an associational type (deliberative representation) 
and 10.8 per cent applying it within an assembleary model (deliberative 
participation).

Consensus is even more prominent if we move, as we did in another 
part of our research, from the written documents to the accounts of 
movement practices by representatives of the organizations (della Porta 
and Mosca 2006). Acknowledging that constitutions and written docu-
ments are not always followed in everyday activities, and that praxes are 
often different from norms, we complemented the information obtained 
on organizational ideology with interviews on organizational function-
ing, as perceived and reported by their speakers.2 In this part we opera-
tionalized the dimension of participation/delegation by distinguishing 
groups characterized by a central role of the assembly i n their decision-
making processes from all other types of organizations (executive-
centred, leader-centred, mixed models and so on). On the dimension 
deliberation / majority voting, we separated the groups employing con-
sensus from those employing different decisional methods (simple major-
ity, qualifi ed majority, mixed methods and so on). Here as well, our 
research testifi es to the presence of various types of organizational deci-
sion making, confi rming that social movements are characterized by 
‘considerable variation in organizational strength within and between 
movements’ (Klandermans 1989: 4).

Of the 202 out of the overall 212 cases that we could classify, almost 
one third fall into the deliberative representative category, where the 
principle of consensus is mixed with the principle of delegation. Another 
36 per cent adopt an associational model that is based on majoritarian 
voting and delegation, while about 30 per cent of the groups bridge a 
consensual decision-making method with the principle of participation 
(refusal of delegation to an executive committee); only 2.5 per cent of 
the selected organizations mix the principle of participation with majori-
tarian decision making (assembleary model). The fact that interviewees 
tended to stress consensus more than the organizational documents can 
be explained in various ways: respondents might be more up-to-date 
and accurate in describing the actual decision making in their groups, 
or they may want to give a more positive image of decision making 
in their organizations. Whatever the expla nation, norms of consensus 
appeared as very much supported by the movement organizations.



DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY 75

Different models of democracy followed from organizational tradi-
tions, age, size and self-conception. Reference to consensus was particu-
larly frequent in organizations with smaller memberships and budgets, 
as well as no paid staff and more reliance on the assembly. There was 
also some coherence between the search for consensus and horizontal 
organizational forms, as indicated by the rejection of an executive, the 
high value given to the assembly, the explicit critique of delegation. 
Consensual methods were, fi nally, more widespread in the younger orga-
nizations, as well as in the transnational ones (della Porta 2009b).

Similar results also emerged from an analysis of the normative models 
of democracy proposed by the activists we interviewed at the ESF in 
Athens (see again table 4.1), although with a greater emphasis on partici-
pation. In that sample, the rate of support for associational models of 
democracy further declined to one-fi fth of our population (N = 1,055), 
and the percentage for deliberative representation reached only 8.2 
per cent. From a normative point of view, indeed, the ESF participants 
appeared equally attracted by either assembleary or deliberative-
participative models (about one-third each). Participation and delibera-
tion were considered, therefore, as main values for ‘another democracy’.

At the individual level, together with experiences of participation in 
protest events, at home and abroad, subjective degrees of identifi cation 
with the global justice movement infl uenced attitudes towards democ-
racy. In particular, those who identify more with the movement expressed 
more support for those values that emerged as particularly relevant for 
the movement organizations – inclusiveness, participation and consen-
sus. Crossing degrees of identifi cation with normative conceptions of 
democracy, our analysis indicates a statistically signifi cant correlation: 
with the growth of identifi cation, support for consensual and participa-
tory decision making increased (see table 4.2). Here too, however, the 
correlation is not particularly strong, indicating quite widespread support 
for the more participatory and consensual values.

In many of the groups linked to the global justice movement, the 
positive reference to consensual decision making (often embodied in 
organizational principles) was therefore quite innovative. Several orga-
nizations declared they wanted ‘to take decisions that reach the maximum 
consensus’ (RCADE 2001); were ‘committed to the principle of consen-
sus decision making’ (Indymedia 2002) and experimented with ‘an orga-
nizational path that favors participation, reaching consensus and 
achieving largely shared decisions’ (Torino Social Forum 2008). In its 
self-presentation, Attac Germany (2001) stated that the organization is 
‘a place, where political processes of learning and experiences are made 
possible; in which the various streams of progressive politics discuss with 
each other, in order to fi nd a common capacity of action together’.
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Table 4.2 Identifi cation with GJM by activists’ normative models of democracy

Normative models of democracy Identifi cation with GJM, % Total 
number

% enough or 
much identifi ed

Mean 
(value 0–3)

None or little Enough Much

Associational 21.0 43.0 36.0 200 79.0 2.13
Deliberative representative 12.8 57.0 30.2 86 87.2 2.16
Assembleary 13.7 48.8 37.5 371 86.3 2.23
Deliberative-participative 9.1 49.1 41.8 383 90.9 2.32
Overall % 13.4 48.5 38.2 1,040 86.6 2.24
Measures of association Cramer’s V = .10** Cr.’s V = .12 *** ETA = .11**

Source: della Porta 2008a: 76.



DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY 77

Supporting this type of conception, in its ‘Criteri di fondo condivisi’ 
(2001), Rete Lilliput defi ned the ‘method of consensus’ as a process in 
which, if a proposal does not receive total consensus from all partici-
pants, further discussion ensues in order to fi nd a compromise with those 
who disagree. If disagreements persist and involve a numerically large 
minority, the project is not approved (Tecchio, quoted in Veltri 2003, 
14). According to the network Dissent!:

Consensus normally works around a proposal, which, hopefully, is 
submitted beforehand so that people have time to consider it. The 
proposal is presented and any concerns are discussed. The proposal is 
then amended until a consensus is reached. At the heart of this process 
are principles that include trust, respect, recognition that everyone has 
the right to be heard and to contribute (i.e. equal access to power), a 
unity of purpose and commitment to that purpose and a commitment 
to the principle of co-operation. At these gatherings we seek to reach 
consensus on most issues, although this is not always possible and 
often there is no need to reach ‘one decision’ at the end of a useful 
discussion. (Dissent! – A Network of Resistance against the G8 2008)

Among the groups most committed to experimentation with consen-
sual methods, specifi c rules were developed to facilitate horizontal com-
munication and confl ict management. Consensus tools included ‘good 
facilitation, various hand signals, go-rounds and the breaking up into 
small and larger sized groups. These should be “explained by the facilita-
tor at the start of each discussion”’ (Dissent! – A Network of Resistance 
against the G8 2008). Facilitators or moderators were used (for instance, 
for the Italian Rete Lilliput or the British Rising Tide), with the aim of 
including all points of view in the discussion as well as implementing 
rules for good communication, going from the (limited) time allocated 
to each speaker to the maintenance of a constructive climate (della 
Porta et al. 2006, 53–4).

Attention to consensual methods as a way to improve communication 
resonated with the widespread idea of the movement as building public 
spaces for dialogue. This is illustrated, for instance, by the Spanish 
Derechos para Tod@s (n.d.), which stressed:

our goal is to contribute to the spreading of debates, not by narrowing 
spaces, but by opening them to all those who are critical of this glo-
balization that causes exploitation, repression and/or exclusion . . . No 
alternative to the current system can be regarded as the ‘true’ one. That 
is, we want to set up a space to refl ect and to fi ght for a social and 
civil transformation. (Jiménez and Calle 2006, 278)
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From the normative point of view, the assumption was that ‘The 
practices of consensus-seeking strengthen bonds, trust, communication 
and understanding. On the other hand, decision-making based on voting 
creates power blocks, power games, and hegemonic strategies, excluded 
and included, hierarchies, thus reproducing the same kind of social 
relations we are opposing’ (London Social Forum 2003).

Consensus was, however, framed differently by different organiza-
tions. In a plural conception of consensus through high-quality dialogue, 
which often characterized network organizations, consensus was con-
sidered as mainly ‘functional for safeguarding the unitary–plural nature 
of the movement as well as members’ demands for individual protago-
nism’ (Fruci 2003, 169). In networks and campaigns, the consensual 
method was advocated as enabling work on what united the groups, 
notwithstanding their differences. In this sense, in organizational net-
works, consensual principles were presented as resonating with a respect 
for the autonomy of the individual organizations that were part of the 
federation.

The meaning of consensus was bridged here with a positive emphasis 
on internal diversity. This was the case, for instance, for Attac Italia, 
which in its Charter of Intent stipulated that it ‘wants to be a democratic 
and open association, transversal and as much as possible pluralistic, 
composed of diverse individuals and social forces . . . it wants to contrib-
ute to the renovation of democratic political participation and favours 
the development of new organizational forms of civil society’. As its 
national assembly stated, ‘We want to continue to build shared associa-
tional forms, based on participation and the consensual method, fi t for 
letting diversities meet and work together and develop democratic deci-
sional practices. Because we consider democracy as the most important 
element of the common good and we want, all together, to re-appropriate 
it’ (ATTAC Italia 2007).

Participation and the method of consensus are, in this sense, consid-
ered as the main expressions of democracy ‘as a common good’. In 
particular – but not only – for networks, consensus resonated with an 
emphasis on the respect for differences, bridged with calls for inclusive-
ness, within the conception of the organization as an open space – 
a metaphor often used by our groups. For instance, the Turin Social 
Forum (2008) presented itself as ‘an open place in which even individu-
als, as well as the organized actors, can meet and work together; 
a space in which internal differences are accepted and given a positive 
value’.

A different viewpoint is a communitarian conception of consensus as 
collective agreement, expressed by groups with a deep-rooted ‘assem-
bleary’ tradition. For instance, the British Wombles declared:
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We have no formal membership; all meetings are weekly & open to 
anyone who wishes to attend. These meetings are where any & all 
decisions concerning the group are made. The politics we espouse are 
those we wish to live by – self-organization, autonomy, direct democ-
racy & direct action against the forces of coercion and control . . . As 
such, no individual can speak on behalf of the Wombles as all group 
decisions are made collectively based on consensus. (Wombles 2008)

In this area, consensus resonated with anti-authoritarian, horizontal 
relations. Accordingly, the French Réseau Intergalactique, which devel-
oped around the construction of a self-managed space at the anti-G8 
summit in Evian, stated in its Charter: ‘there is no dominant voice. It is 
what we call a horizontal way of functioning: there is no small group 
that decides. Thus, there is not on the one side thinking heads and on 
the other side small hands and feet. The aim is to facilitate the integra-
tion of each in the discussion and decision-making.’

Consensual methods are here adopted within a prefi gurative vision 
of organizational life. They are linked to the aim of realizing social 
changes not only though political decisions, but through deep transfor-
mations in everyday life and individual attitudes. ‘For it is impossible 
to realize a social transformation through merely political decisions. The 
activities have to relate to the needs and desires of the people, so that 
anti-militarism can bring about alternative lifestyles and struggle in a 
positive way. This would develop by consensus, understood as a process 
that aims at reaching the agreement which is most satisfactory for all’ 
(Alternativa antimilitarist – MOC.). So, for the London Social Forum, 
the use of the method of consensus was also linked to the group’s self-
defi nition, refl ecting in particular the preference for prefi gurative politics 
over effectiveness.

Indignados, Occupy and deliberative democracy

A focus on deliberation became all the more central in the most recent 
movements against austerity. The Arab Spring could be read as yet 
another testimony that democracy is becoming ‘the only game in town’. 
The effects of the wave of protest that brought about democratization 
processes in an area of the world traditionally defi ned as dominated 
by resilient authoritarian regimes certainly contributed to challenging 
the idea of a clash of civilization based on the incompatibility of Islam 
with democracy. Moreover, these protests have shown that, even in 
brutal dictatorships, citizens do mobilize, and not only on material 
issues. Interpreting the Arab Spring as merely a call for representative 
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institutions will, however, be misleading. The protestors in the Tahrir 
Square were calling for freedom, but also practising other conceptions 
of democracy that are, if not opposed to, certainly different from liberal 
representative democracy, resonating instead with ideas of participatory 
and deliberative democracy.

Not by chance, when the ideas of the Arab Spring spread from the 
MENA (Mediterranean and North-African) region to Europe, they were 
adopted and adapted by social movements that indeed challenged (neo)
liberal democracy. Austerity measures in Iceland, Ireland, Greece, Portu-
gal and Spain were in fact met with long-lasting, mass protests. Directly 
inspired by the Arab Spring, the Spanish and then Greek indignados 
occupied hundreds of squares in order not only to protest against auster-
ity measures in their respective countries, but also to ask for more, and 
a different democracy. ‘Democracia real ya!’ was a main slogan of the 
Spanish indignados protestors who occupied the Puerta del Sol in Madrid, 
the Placa de Catalunya in Barcelona and hundreds of places in the rest 
of the country from 15 May 2011, calling for different social and eco-
nomic policies and, indeed, greater citizen participation in their formula-
tion and implementation. Before this example in Spain, between late 
2008 and early 2009, self-convened citizens in Iceland had demanded 
the resignation of the government and its delegates in the Central Bank 
and fi nancial authorities, accusing them of collusion with big business. 
In Portugal, a demonstration arranged via Facebook in March 2011 
brought more than 200,000 young Portuguese people to the streets in 
opposition to their country’s political class. The indignados protests in 
turn inspired similar mobilizations in Greece, where opposition to auste-
rity measures had already been expressed in occasionally violent forms. 
In both countries, the corruption of the government was a central issue 
of protest, and it remained so when protest moved, as we saw in the 
beginning of this chapter, to the US and beyond.

The very meaning of democracy was, in all these protests, contested. 
There is no doubt that the current crisis is a crisis of democracy as 
well as, or even more than, a fi nancial crisis. As mentioned, neoliberal-
ism was – and, in fact, is – a political doctrine that brings with it a 
minimalist vision of the public and democracy. It foresees not only the 
reduction of political interventions oriented to balancing the market 
(with consequent liberalization, privatization and deregulation) but also 
an elitist conception of citizen participation (electoral only, and therefore 
occasional and potentially distorted) and an increased level of infl uence 
for lobbies and strong interests. The evident challenges in a liberal 
conception and practice of democracy have, in this case as well, been 
accompanied by the (re)emergence of different ones, elaborated and 
practised by – among others – movements that in Europe today are 
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opposing a neoliberal solution to the fi nancial crisis, accused of further 
depressing consumption and thereby jeopardizing any prospects for 
development (whether sustainable or not).

Accused by the centre-left parties of being apolitical and populist (not 
to mention without ideas) and by the right of being extreme leftists, these 
movements have in reality placed what Claus Offe (1985) long ago 
defi ned as the ‘meta-question’ of democracy at the centre of their action. 
The activists’ discourse on democracy is articulate and complex, taking 
up some of the principal criticisms of the ever-decreasing quality of 
liberal democracies, but also some proposals inspired by democratic 
qualities other than representation. These proposals resonate with (more 
traditional) participatory visions, but also with new deliberative concep-
tions that underline the importance of creating multiple public spaces, 
egalitarian but plural.

Above all, protestors criticize the ever more evident shortcomings of 
representative democracies, mirroring a declining trust in the ability of 
parties to channel emerging demands in the political system. Beginning 
from Iceland, and forcefully in Spain and Portugal, indignation is 
addressed towards the corruption of the political class, seen both in 
bribes (the dismissal of corrupt people from public institutions is called 
for) in a concrete sense, and in the privileges granted to lobbies and 
common interests shared by public institutions and economic (often 
fi nancial) powers. It is to this corruption – that is, the corruption of 
democracy – that much of the responsibility for the economic crisis, and 
the inability to manage it, are attributed.

Beyond the condemnation of corruption, the slogan ‘they don’t rep-
resent us’ also expresses a deeper criticism of the degeneration of liberal 
democracy, linked in turn to elected politicians’ failure to ‘do politics’. 
The latter are in fact often united in spreading a narrative suggesting that 
no alternatives are available to cuts in budget and deregulation – a nar-
rative that protestors do not accept. In Spain in particular, the movement 
asked for proportional reforms to the electoral law, denouncing the 
reduced weight given to citizen participation inherent to the majority 
system, where the main political parties tend to form cartels and electors 
see their choices limited (for this reason, equal weight for each vote was 
called for). Also in other countries, among other proposals for restoring 
the importance of citizens are those that call for direct democracy, and 
which give electors the possibility to express their opinions on the biggest 
economic and social choices. In this vein, greater possibilities for refer-
endums are called for, with reduced quorums (for signatures and electors) 
and increased thematic areas subject to decisions through referendums.

Actually existing democracies are also criticized for having allowed 
the abduction of democracy, not only by fi nancial powers, but also by 
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international organizations, above all the IMF and the EU. Pacts for the 
Euro and stability, imposed in exchange for loans, are considered as 
anti-constitutional forms of blackmail, depriving citizens of their sover-
eignty. Starting in 2011 with the petition Another Road for Europe 
(www.anotherroadforeurope.org) numerous reforms have been sug-
gested at EU level in order to gain control of fi nancial markets, for 
example through the introduction of a Financial Transaction Tax, politi-
cal supervision of banks, the removal of the public role for (private) 
rating agencies and the creation of public ones, as well as higher taxes 
on capital, and strategies for economic growth (see also Pianta 2012, 
chapter 4). More transnational democracy is additionally called for (see 
chapter 6, this volume).

But in recent mobilizations there is also another vision of democracy, 
which normative theory has recently defi ned as ‘deliberative democracy’, 
and which the global justice movement has elaborated and diffused 
through the Social Forums as consensus democracy. This conception of 
democracy is prefi gured by the very same indignados who occupy squares, 
transforming them into public spheres made up of ‘normal citizens’. It is 
an attempt to create high-quality discursive democracy, recognizing the 
equal rights of all (not only delegates and experts) to speak (and to be 
respected) in a public and plural space, open to discussion and delibera-
tion on themes that range from situations suffered to concrete solutions 
to specifi c problems, from the elaboration of proposals on common 
goods to the formation of solidarity and emerging identities.

Participatory and deliberative forms of democracy were in fact called 
for and experienced during these protests. In Spain, as elsewhere, open 
public spaces facilitated the creation of intense ties. Postill (2012) vividly 
recalls:

the strong sense of connection to the strangers I spoke to during that 
fl eeting moment . . . Under normal circumstances – say, on an under-
ground train – we would have found no reason to talk to one another, 
but the present situation was anything but normal. The 15-M 
movement had brought us together, and the sense of ‘contextual 
fellowship’ . . . cutting across divides of age, class and race was very 
powerful. . . . Many participants later reported a range of psychoso-
matic reactions such as goose bumps (carne de gallina) or tears of joy. 
I felt as if a switch had been turned on, a gestalt switch, and I had 
now awakened to a new political reality. I was no longer merely 
a participant observer of the movement, I was the movement.

The assemblies in the encampments were described by activists as ‘pri-
marily a massive, transparent exercise in direct democracy’. So, they 
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declared, ‘We feel part of the movement because we contribute to creat-
ing it, spreading it, growing it; Internet user and indignado are one and 
the same person’ (@galapita and @hibai 2011, cited in Postill 2012).

Similarly, when the Occupy Wall Street movement started in the United 
States, quickly spreading to thousands of American cities, the concerns 
voiced by the protestors addressed the fi nancial crisis, but even more 
the failure of democratic governments to live up to the expectations of 
their citizens. The occupations represented not only occasions to protest 
but also experimentations with participatory and deliberative forms of 
democracy. Called for by the magazine Adbuster, the protest started 
with a few hundred activists converging on Manhattan on 17 September 
2011. A previous protest event had been staged on 2 August by the city 
group New York Against the Budget Cuts. As a journalist recalled:

it began as an old-school rally with speeches by lifelong local activ-
ists. . . . the dedication was admirable, the rhetoric was antique. We 
must ‘fi ght back by any means necessary,’ said dreadlocked Larry Hales 
of NYABC. . . . Then hot-tempered Greek student Georgia Sagri shook 
things up. She took the mic, saying, ‘This is not the way that a general 
assembly is happening! This is a rally!’ She continued to blurt out 
criticisms and piss people off. But a chunk of them, mostly students 
but also middle-aged folk, joined her in a circle for a radical-consensus 
general assembly – a mainstay process in countries like Greece and 
Spain. Then it became something new (Captain 2011)

The style that started to dominate the Occupy Wall Street movement 
included an emphasis on respect and inclusivity. Moderators tried to 
assure a racial and gender balance. A consensual, horizontal decision- 
making process developed – sponsored by the young generations (two-
thirds of whom had voted for Obama) and global justice movement 
activists – based on the continuous formation of small groups that then 
reconvened in the larger assembly.

The occupation became much entrenched with the very identity of the 
movement, not just, as for other social movements, an action form 
among others. Occupied spaces were in fact ‘vibrant sites of human 
interaction that modeled alternative communities and generated intense 
feelings of solidarity’ (Juris 2012, 268). Evictions took away these vital 
spaces, running the risk of transforming the camps into a sort of fetish, 
diffi cult to keep, but also diffi cult to replace. The clearing of the occupied 
places by the police in fact created important fractures among activists 
– for example, between the community of those who were physically 
occupying and the various circles of those participating virtually and/or 
intermittently.



84 CAN DEMOCRACY BE SAVED?

Conclusion

Deliberative conceptions of democracy go beyond the traditional criti-
cism of liberal democracy as excluding – or not including suffi ciently – 
the citizens, stressing instead the importance for the very interests and/
or identities that confront each other to be democratically constructed. 
Democracy is not only a way of counting votes, but especially a way to 
form preferences through inclusive and high-quality dialogues. If, in their 
initial versions, deliberative theorists maintained an institutional focus, 
other scholars have linked participatory and deliberative aspirations. 
Recent movements, to varying degrees, have done the same, stressing the 
need to form multiple and open public spheres, to allow the participation 
of various and plural actors.

Calls for and prefi guration of deliberative democracy follow a vision 
of democracy profoundly different to that which legitimates representa-
tive democracy based on the principle of majority decisions. Democratic 
quality here is in fact measured by the possibility of elaborating ideas 
within discursive, open and public arenas, where citizens play an active 
role in identifying problems, but also in elaborating possible solutions. 
It is the opposite of an unquestioning acceptance of democracy of the 
prince, where the professional elected to govern must not be disturbed 
– at least until fresh elections are held. But it is also the opposite of a 
democracy of experts, legitimized by the output, for which European 
institutions have long called. If, especially after the Maastricht Treaty 
and the introduction of the Euro, calls for this kind of legitimization – 
which appeals to the capacity to produce, apolitically and on the basis 
of specialist skills and economic successes – have gradually reduced, it 
now seems to crumble entirely before the disastrous results of European 
policies in the recent fi nancial crisis. In protests against the crisis (and 
the ineffective and unjust responses to it), protestors have started to pre-
fi gure, in occupied public spaces, different conceptions of democracy, 
based on participation and deliberative values.
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The so-called Arab Spring was defi nitely not the product of new 
technologies, but they certainly helped it to spread. Howard (2010, 
201) concluded his analyses of the infl uence of Internet Communica-
tion Technology (ICT) on democratic change from 1994 to 2010 in 
seventy-fi ve countries with large Muslim communities with these 
words: ‘It is clear that, increasingly, the route to democratization is 
a digital one.’ In addition, he stressed the role of the Muslim diaspora 
in the West in generating a transnational collective identity through 
a ‘signifi cant amount of politically critical content via mass media 
such as radio, television, fi lm, and newspapers’, that is more and more 
accessible in Arab countries. So, ‘the internet has a causal and sup-
portive role in the formation of democratic discourse in the Muslim 
communities of the developing world’ (2010, 40). In fact, during 
democratic transitions, an active online civil society emerged as a most 
important condition for democratization.

It was also through Twitter, Facebook and other social media that 
protest spread from the MENA region to Europe and then to the 
United States. In fact, the very characteristics of the technology used 
by the activists have been said to play an important role in the 
creation of a participatory ethics that stresses individual involvement 
over organizational (Juris 2012). In the Occupy movement, ‘the com-
bination of Twitter and smartphone, in particular, allows individuals 
to continually post and receive updates as well as to circulate 
images, and texts, constituting real-time, user-generated news feeds’ 
(2012, 267).
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These examples of the role of new technologies in most recent move-
ments which, as mentioned in the previous chapter, called for different 
forms of democracy suffi ce to illustrate how tightly refl ections on democ-
racy, communication and social movements are linked. Even if certainly 
not technologically determined, models of democracy adapt to the means 
of communication available. The implementation of the central values 
of each of the mentioned conceptions of democracy requires com-
municative resources, which are infl uenced by technologies. Electoral 
accountability requires some transparency, participation requires interac-
tions, deliberation requires communication: all these are linked to the 
possibility of transmitting information.

Despite this, social science literatures on social movements, mass 
media and democracy have rarely interacted. As mentioned before (see 
chapter 1), research on democracy has tended to focus on representative 
institutions, pragmatically using ‘minimalistic’ operationalization of 
democracy as electoral accountability, and providing structural explana-
tions of democratic developments. Research on the mass media has also 
tended to isolate them as a separate power, refl ecting on the technological 
constraints and opportunities for communication. Social movement 
studies have mainly considered democratic characteristics as setting the 
political opportunities social movements have to address and – more 
rarely – looked at the constraints that mass media impose upon power-
less actors.

More recently, in all three fi elds of knowledge, some opportunities 
for reciprocal learning and interactions developed, prompted by some 
exogenous, societal changes as well as disciplinary evolutions. In this 
chapter, I would suggest that looking at the intersection of democracy, 
media and social movements could be particularly useful within a rela-
tional and constructivist vision that takes the normative positions of the 
different actors into account. More broadly, this would mean paying 
attention to the permeability of the borders between the three concepts, 
as well as between the three fi elds they tend to separate. After reviewing 
the social science literature on the democratic qualities of communica-
tion, I shall turn to social movement studies to introduce illustrations of 
alternative communication practices, inspired by alternative democratic 
conceptions, in social movements in the new millennium.

What media studies do (and do not) say, 
on democracy: an introduction

Despite the obvious and growing importance of mass media and social 
movements for democracy, the debate on their specifi c contributions to 
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democratic quality has been selective in both fi elds. Existing research 
tends to focus on structural conditions, paying limited attention to 
agency and normative construction.

In media studies, conditions and limits of the media contribution to 
democracy have not occupied a central place. When addressing the 
important role of an active and autonomous public sphere, research on 
political communication has tended instead to stigmatize the commer-
cialization and/or lack of political autonomy of the mass media as a 
serious challenge to the performance of a ‘power of oversight’ over the 
elected politicians. Recent tendencies in the mass media – among which 
are concentration, deregulation, digitalization, globalization and the 
pluralization of their publics – have, at best, ambivalent effects on 
democracy (Dahlgren 2009). While various theorizations have mapped 
different types of public spheres (Gerhard and Neidhardt 1990), and, 
traditionally, research on political communication has stressed the role 
of different fi lters between the media-as-senders and the citizens-as-
receivers (e.g. Deutsch 1964), recent research on political communication 
has mainly focused on the mass media as a separate power. The debate 
on democracy and the media has mainly been addressed by looking at 
the effects of institutional settings on media freedom and pluralism (e.g. 
Gunther and Mughan 2000).

Some more attention to democracy developed around the new media. 
Research on the Internet addressed the potential improvements 
that digital communication could bring about in democratic quality. In 
fact, attention to the relations between the Internet and democracy 
grew together with the rapid spread of related technologies: from 40 
computers connected with each other in research centres in the US in 
1972 to the 93 million hosts in 2000 (Zittel 2003, 2).

So important are the expected effects of electronic communication 
considered to be that new concepts have been proposed, including e-par-
ticipation (as the possibility of expressing political opinion online), 
e-governance (as the possibility of accessing information and public 
services online), e-voting (or e-referendum, with the possibility of voting 
online) or, even more broadly, e-democracy, defi ned as the increasing 
opportunities for political participation online (Rose 2005). As for other 
technologies, opinions on advantages and disadvantages have been 
polarized between sceptics and enthusiasts. The potential of the Internet 
in improving democratic quality has been indeed discussed, with refer-
ence to the different conceptions we have analysed in the previous 
chapters.

As for liberal democracy, the use of the Internet has been seen as 
improving communication between citizens and elected politicians, with 
increasing accessibility to information, occasions for feedbacks and 
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transparency. E-governance is supposed to reduce the discretionality of 
public administrators, by improving public access.

The Internet has been said to impact on democratic participation as 
well. As a horizontal, bi-directional and interactive technology, it is 
expected to favour a multiplication of information producers (Bentivegna 
1999; Warkentin 2001), as well as of information available for con-
sumption (Ayers 1999; Myers 2001). In fact, ‘The open and accessible 
character of the net means that traditional centers of power have 
less informational and ideational control over their environment than 
previously’ (Dahlgren 2009, 190).

As for the deliberative dimension of democracy, the Internet is said to 
increase the quality of communication, by improving not only the number 
of sources of information, but also their pluralism (Wilhelm 2000). In 
general, ‘The powerful have been spying on their subjects since the begin-
ning of history, but the subjects can now watch the powerful, at least to 
a greater extent than in the past. We have all become potential citizen 
journalists who, if equipped with a mobile phone, can record and 
instantly upload to the global networks any wrongdoing by anyone, 
anywhere’ (Castells 2009, 413). Multiplying the spaces for exchange of 
ideas, the Internet should also improve mutual understanding by allow-
ing for the development of multiple, critical public spheres.

As with other technologies, opinions on the advantages and disad-
vantages of the Internet are split, however (for a review, della Porta and 
Mosca 2005). In research on its use in representative politics, concerns 
have been expressed especially about the unidirectional (top-down) use 
of new technologies by politicians and administrators alike (Zittel 2003, 
3), as well as the risks for the security and privacy of their users that 
the very generative characteristics of PCs – that is, their openness to 
reprogramming by anyone – brings about (Zittrain 2008, 19). The poten-
tial egalitarian effects are denied by scholars who stress instead the 
presence of a digital divide which increases rather than reduces inequali-
ties, being the lack of access to the Web tendentially cumulated with 
lack of access to other resources, at both individual and country levels 
(Margolis and Resnick 2000; Rose 2005; Norris 2001). As for its delib-
erative quality, concerns have been expressed not only with reference to 
the plurality of information, but also to the very quality of communica-
tion online (Schosberg, Zavestoski and Shulman 2005). The e-public 
spheres have been defi ned as ‘partial’, elitarian and fragmented (Sunstein 
2001).

Additionally, despite the increasing attention, the discussion on the 
improvement of democratic politics on the Web tends to remain either 
highly normative or quite technical, with even some nuances of techno-
logical determinism. Even though interest in the Internet and democracy 
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is growing exponentially, the fi eld of studies is still perceived as domi-
nated by ‘technomaniacs’ and ‘utopian dreamers’ (Zittel 2004, 2).

These gaps in the refl ections on communication and democracy have 
not been fully fi lled by social movement studies. Paradoxically, notwith-
standing their obvious relevance for democracy (and vice versa), social 
movement research has been rarely concerned with the movements’ 
democratic functions. Usually, democracies have been considered as the 
context of social movements, and some of the characteristics of repre-
sentative institutions (especially territorial and functional division of 
power) have been seen as particularly important in favouring ‘healthy’ 
(intense but moderate) protest (della Porta and Diani 2006, ch. 8). Also 
a little frequented area, research on social movements and the media has 
traditionally addressed especially the limited capacity of social move-
ments to infl uence the mass media, characterized by selectiveness but also 
by descriptive biases when covering protest (Gamson and Modigliani 
1989; Gamson 2004).

Media are certainly important for social movements. As Gamson 
(2004, 243) observed, ‘the mass media arena is the major site of contest 
over meaning because all of the players in the policy process assume 
its pervasive infl uence – either it is justifi ed or not’. Control of the 
media and of symbolic production therefore becomes both an essential 
premise for any attempt at political mobilization and an autonomous 
source of confl ict. Even though the extent to which protest events are 
fi rst of all ‘newspaper demonstrations’, i.e. oriented mainly at media 
coverage (Neveu 1999, 28ff.) is debatable, media are indeed the most 
obvious shaper of public sensitivity (Jasper 1997, 286). The success of 
protest action is infl uenced by the amount of media attention it receives, 
and this also affects the character of social movement organizations 
(Gitlin 1980). Pluralism in the media would therefore facilitate that 
participation of the less-advantaged groups that normative theorists 
have considered as extremely important for democratic quality.

Traditionally focused on the interaction between the mass media and 
social movements, research has repeatedly singled out the media bias 
against social movements endowed with little social capital – in terms of 
relations with the press and reputation as reliable sources – to be spent 
with journalists.

Social movements have in fact been described as weak players in the 
mass-media sphere, and the relationships between activists and journal-
ists as competitive (Neveu 1999). General tendencies (journalistic prefer-
ence for the visible and dramatic, for example, or reliance on authoritative 
sources of information) and specifi c characteristics of the media system 
(a greater or lesser degree of neutrality on the part of journalists, the 
amount of competition between the different media) both infl uence social 
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movements. Recent evolutions towards depoliticization of the journalis-
tic profession, or increasing commercialization (Neveu 1999), further 
reduce activists’ access. When they have been effective in producing 
newsworthy events, social movement organizations and activists have 
been said to do so at high cost, in terms of adaptation to the media logic. 
In his infl uential volume The Whole World is Watching, Gitlin (1980) 
described different steps in relations with the media, going from lack of 
interest to cooptation. Beyond the media, discursive opportunities in the 
broader public are quoted as determining movements’ relative success in 
agenda setting.

As Charlotte Ryan observed long ago (1991), the focus on inequality 
in power between the different actors who intervene in the mass media 
has been useful in counterbalancing some naive assumptions of the (then-
dominant) gatekeeper organizational model, which underestimated the 
barriers to access to the news faced by weak actors. At the same time, 
however, it risks underestimating the capacity for agency by social move-
ment organizations as well as the active role of audiences in making sense 
of media messages and their capacity to democratize communication.

Summarizing, both media studies and social movement studies have 
paid limited and selective attention to democracy. Democratic institu-
tions tended to be considered mainly as the independent variable, that 
is the context that infl uences the qualities of media and social move-
ments’ chances for mobilization. While in media studies, the debate on 
the potential democratic functions of the Internet remained focused on 
its technological potential, social movement studies, in their turn, pointed 
at the selectivity of the mass media towards non-institutional actors.

As I am going to argue in the next section, research on alternative 
media has instead focused attention on social movements as agents of 
democratic communication following participatory and deliberative 
visions of democracy. Given recent changes in the technological and 
cultural opportunities, scholars in this fi eld tend to stress more and more 
the blurring of the borders between senders and receivers, producers 
and users.

Social movements as agents of 
democratic communication

If mass media assets have been considered as structural constraints for 
a democracy from below, attention to agency is stronger in research on 
the media close to the movements, variously defi ned as alternative, activ-
ist, citizen radical, autonomous, etc. (for a review, Mattoni 2012). In 
Downing’s defi nition (1984, 3), ‘radical alternative media constitute 
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the most active form of the active audience and express oppositional 
strands, overt and covert, within popular cultures’. They are ‘media, 
generally small scale and in many different forms, that express an alter-
native vision to hegemonic policies, priorities and perspectives’ (1984, 
v). With their activities, they improve the democratic capacity of control, 
but also search for ways to democratically construct and spread news.

Studies on alternative, or radical, media stress especially the differ-
ences in the ways in which they produce news, as well as in the public 
they address. In general, they look, at a micro level, at both the product 
and the (decentralized) practices of news production. In this approach, 
radical alternative media are social movement organizations of a special 
type, constructing a public sphere for the movement. Their raison d’être 
is in the critique of the established media (Rucht 2004) and the promo-
tion of the ‘democratization of information’ (Cardon and Grandjou 
2003). In this way, they play an important role for democracy, by 
expanding the range of information and ideas available, by being more 
responsive to the excluded, and by impacting on participants’ sense of 
the self.

Doubts are expressed, however, about their capacity to go beyond 
those who are already sympathetic to the cause, and to reach the general 
public. Social movements do indeed develop different movement strate-
gies to address the media: from abstention to attack, alternative and 
adaptation (Rucht 2004). Meso-media, circulating information between 
the activists, have also to perform the uneasy task of reaching the mass 
media, if they want their message circulated outside movement-sympa-
thetic circles (Bennett 2004).

Some recent refl ection and research on social movements and their 
communication practices also challenged a structuralist view, focused 
on the media as institutions, and a conception of alternative media as 
separated from the broader media fi eld, and have looked more at their 
relations, norms and vision. Research on alternative media started indeed 
to stress the agency of social movements and their communicative prac-
tices, as well as the integration of (or at least overlapping between) 
different actors and fi elds of action in media, seen as arenas (Gamson 
2004). Characteristics of these media are not only their critical, counter-
hegemonic contents, but also their capacity to involve normal citizens 
in news production as well (Atkinson 2010). Given their horizontal 
links with their audience, participatory activists contribute to blurring 
the borders between audience and producers, readers and writers, 
through co-performance (2010, 41).

Some recent trends appear to have facilitated this blurring of the 
borders between producers and receivers. Not only are citizens active 
processors of media messages, but, as Lance Bennett observed, ‘People 
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who have long been on the receiving end of one-way mass-communica-
tion are now increasingly likely to become producers and transmitters’ 
(2003b, 34). This increased capacity of normal citizens and activists to 
produce information has been seen as a consequence of post-modern 
individualization, with an increasing fl uidity and mobility of political 
identities (2003b), but also of specifi c changes in the media fi eld, 
such as:

 1. New ways of consuming media, which explicitly contest the social 
legitimacy of media power;

 2. New infrastructures of production, which have an effect on who 
can produce news and in which circumstances;

 3. New infrastructures of distribution, which change the scale and 
terms in which symbolic production in one place can reach other 
places. (Couldry 2003, 44)

In fact, as part of the new trend in ‘communication power’, Manuel 
Castells has noted that ‘the production of the message is self-generated, 
the defi nition of the potential receiver(s) is self-directed, and the retrieval 
of specifi c messages or content from the World Wide Web and electronic 
communication networks is self-selected’ (2009, 55). In this way, ‘The 
media audience is transformed into a communicative subject increasingly 
able to redefi ne the process by which societal communication frames the 
culture of society’ (2009, 116).

Communication is becoming more and more relevant for some con-
temporary movements, and not only because of its instrumental value. 
As mentioned, research on democracy inside the global justice movement 
pointed at the growing attention to values related to communication in 
an open space: respect for diversity, equal participation and inclusiveness 
(della Porta 2009a). The importance of conceiving social movement 
organizations as spaces for networking, with a positive emphasis on 
diversity, is present in particular in the World Social Forum, as well as 
in the macro-regional and local social forums. This has been nurtured 
under the conception of an ‘open space method’ of internal democracy, 
that strives to produce strength from diversity.

In recent refl ections linking communication and participatory demo-
cratic quality, the focus of attention is not so much (or no longer) on the 
abstract ‘power of the media’, but more on the relations between media 
and publics: the ways in which ‘people exercise their agency in relation 
to media fl ows’ (Couldry 2006, 27). Media practices therefore become 
central, not only as the practices of the media actors, but more broadly 
as what various actors do in relations with the media, including activist 
media practices. Not only is ‘reading media imagery . . . an active process 
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in which context, social location, and prior experience can lead to quite 
different decoding’ (Gamson et al. 1992, 375), but also people partici-
pate more and more in the production of messages.

Research has looked not only at the permeability of the borders 
between media producers and media consumers, but also at the impor-
tant effects of the symbolic and normative construction of the relations 
between media and social movements, journalists and activists.

Web 1.0, social movements and democracy

Attention not only to agency but also to norms seems to increase as well 
in research on social movements and deliberative media, in particular in 
refl ections on the democratic potential of new communication technolo-
gies. A main recent innovation has been the conceptualization of a media 
environment (similar to Bourdieu’s fi eld) in which not only different 
spokespersons intervene, but also different types of media interact. In 
Mattoni’s defi nition (2012, 33), a media environment is an ‘open, unpre-
dictable and controversial space of mediatization and communication, 
made up of different layers which continuously combine with one another 
due to the information fl ows circulating within the media environment 
itself’. As she observed (2012, 34), ‘in complex and multilayered media 
environments individuals simultaneously play different roles, especially 
in particular situations of protest, mobilization and claims making’. A 
continuous fl ow of communication between what Bennett (2004) con-
ceptualized as micro-, meso- and macro-media also makes the boundar-
ies between news production and news consumption more fl exible.

Attention to agency and normative (and social) construction has 
been growing in research on social movements and the Internet that 
has stressed its potentials for social movement communication. New 
media have transformed the ambitions and capacity for communication 
of social movements. In particular, the Internet is exploited for online 
mobilization and the performance of acts of dissent: the term ‘electronic 
advocacy’ refers to ‘the use of high technology to infl uence the decision-
making process, or to the use of technology in an effort to support 
policy-change efforts’ (Hick and McNutt 2002: 8). Also, in part thanks 
to the Internet, transnational campaigns have grown to be longer, less 
centrally controlled, more diffi cult to turn on and off, and forever 
changing in term of networks and goals (Bennett 2003a). Given their 
greater fl exibility, social movement organizations have emerged as more 
open than earlier movements to experimentation and permeable to 
technological changes, with a more innovative and dynamic use of the 
Internet. Given the low costs of computer-mediated communication, 
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the new technologies offer cheap means of communication beyond 
borders. Moreover, the Internet has facilitated the development of epis-
temic communities and advocacy networks (Keck and Sikkink 1998) 
that produce and spread alternative information on various issues. This 
has been particularly important for the mobilization of transnational 
campaigns.

Beyond their instrumental use, the new technologies have been said 
to resonate with social movements’ vision of democracy at the normative 
level. Fast and inexpensive communication allows for fl exible organiza-
tional and more participatory and deliberative structures (Smith 1997; 
Bennett 2003a). More generally, the Internet

fi ts with the basic features of the kind of social movements emerging 
in the Information Age . . . To build an historical analogy, the constitu-
tion of the labor movement in the industrial era cannot be separated 
from the industrial factory as its organizational setting . . . the internet 
is not simply a technology: it is a communication media, and it is the 
material infrastructure of a given organizational form: the network. 
(Castells 2001, 135–6)

The use of the Internet is thus ‘shaping the movement on its own web-
like image’, with hubs at the centre of activities, and the spokes ‘that 
link to other centers, which are autonomous but interconnected’ (Klein 
2002, 16).

The Internet has also been said to multiply public spaces for delibera-
tion, therefore allowing for the creation of new collective identities (della 
Porta and Mosca 2005). In various campaigns and protest actions, online 
forums and mailing lists have hosted debates on various strategic choices 
as well as refl ections on their effects, a demonstration’s success or failure 
among ‘distant’ activists. Virtual networks have shown themselves 
capable of developing a sense of community (Freschi 2002; Fuster 2010).

Research on contemporary movements has confi rmed the importance 
of social movement agency in determining the use of new technologies, 
as well as the blurring borders between news production and news con-
sumption. First of all, there are differences, and even tensions, in the use 
of new technologies by various organizations and activists, refl ecting 
different conceptions of democracy and communication even within the 
same social movement. Most of the 266 Web sites that referred to the 
global justice movement that we analysed during the Demos project 
(della Porta 2009a and 2009b) provided a signifi cant amount of informa-
tion, improving opportunities for political education through articles, 
papers and dossiers (90 per cent of the cases), conferences and seminar 
materials, and news sections (78 per cent). Web sites served broadly as 
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means for self-presentation to the outside, being used as sort of electronic 
business cards that had to represent the identity, through information on 
past history and current activities, of the organization. A large majority 
(about 80 per cent) of those social movement organizations also provided 
information on their Web site on the physical existence and reachability 
of the organization (80 per cent); and published the statute (or an equiva-
lent document) of their organizations, thus improving the transparency 
of their internal life. The potential for mobilization through the Web was 
also widely exploited, especially for offl ine protest, with the publication 
of one’s own calendar (60 per cent) but also of initiatives by other orga-
nizations, as well as by providing concrete information (through hand-
books or links to useful resources) on offl ine forms of action (36 per 
cent). About two-thirds of Web sites advertise the participation of their 
organization in a protest campaign.

Much less used, however, were some of the most innovative opportu-
nities offered by new technologies. First, only about one-third of the 
sampled Web sites provided instruments for online protest, such as 
e-petitions, netstrikes and mailbombings. Second, open spaces for discus-
sion were offered through the presence on a Web site of specifi c applica-
tions like forums, mailing lists, blogs or chat lines, that allow for 
multilateral interactivity, in only about one-third of the Web sites.

Some differences in the use of the Internet also emerge from the 
survey with the representatives of social movement organizations. While 
most of them indeed tended to frame new media as crucial (della Porta 
2009b), a more limited number stressed the peculiar capacity of the 
Internet to promote participation and deliberation, highlighting that 
new technologies can facilitate the spreading and sharing of power and 
considering Internet tools such as mailing lists as (potentially at least) 
‘permanent assemblies’. Open publishing and open management systems 
were employed only by a few groups in order to widen participation 
in the group life and to democratize the organization, avoiding the 
concentration of power in the hands of a few technologically skilled 
individuals.

The Demos survey of participants in the fourth ESF in Athens (in May 
2006) confi rmed that the Internet represented a fundamental means of 
communication among activists of the global justice movement (see also 
della Porta and Mosca 2005, 171, on the fi rst ESF in Florence in 2002). 
In particular, a very high percentage of respondents (between 75 and 85 
per cent) used the Web to perform moderate forms of online protest (less 
than one-third employed more radical ones such as net-strikes); to 
exchange information with their own group; to express political opinions 
online. With very high frequency (by almost half of respondents at 
least once a week), the Internet was used as an instrument to exchange 
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information with one’s own group, and very often it was also used for 
petitioning and campaigning. Occasions to express political opinions 
online were, however, exploited less frequently (Mosca and della Porta 
2009).

Conceptions of democracy inside and outside the groups tend to 
fi lter the technological potentials of such innovations, thus pointing at 
different genres (Vedres, Bruszt and Stark 2005) or styles (della Porta 
and Mosca 2005) in the politics on the Web. This confi rms that ‘deter-
ministic assumptions are challenged by an awareness that technology 
is not a discrete artifact which operates externally to impact upon social 
relations’ (Pickerill 2003, 23).

Contextual and organizational characteristics in fact helped to explain 
the strategic choices made by social movement organizations. In an 
adaptation to national cultures, they tended in fact to privilege transpar-
ency and provision of information in some of the countries that we 
covered in our research (Germany, Great Britain and Switzerland), and 
identity building and mobilization in others (France, Italy and Spain). 
But also different social movement organizations tended to exploit a 
variety of technological opportunities, producing Web sites endowed with 
different qualities that apparently refl ect diverging organizational models. 
In particular, those oriented towards more formal and hierarchical struc-
tures seemed to prefer a more traditional (and instrumental) use of the 
Internet, while less formalized groups tended to use more interactive tools 
available online in identity building, as well as various forms of computer-
mediated protest. Movement traditions as well as democratic conceptions 
also played some role in infl uencing the different qualities of the Web 
sites. Overall, these data show that less resourceful and newer social 
movement groups tended to develop a more innovative use of the Internet, 
while more resourceful and older groups tended to use it as a more 
conventional medium of communication (Mosca and della Porta 2009).

Research at the individual level also confi rmed the importance of 
political commitment in infl uencing the use (and type of use) of the 
Internet. Surveys of activists in the global justice movement have in fact 
indicated that, while gender and education have no relation to the fre-
quency and forms of Internet use, use was related with the interviewees’ 
level of activism, as the more mobilized population also used the Internet 
more intensively and in more innovative ways. The various uses of the 
Internet all increased with identifi cation with the movement, multiple 
organizational memberships, participation through protest and in other 
forms (2009). As already noted elsewhere (della Porta and Mosca 2005), 
offl ine and online protests emerged therefore as strongly related and 
reinforcing each other. The more activists identifi ed with the movement, 
the more they used the Internet to take part in moderate forms of action 
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online and to express their political opinions, both in their own group 
and outside of it. The higher the number of groups in which activists 
were involved, the more they used the Internet as an instrument for 
political protest and expression of political opinions. Similar trends can 
be noted if we consider the level of mobilization, as measured by partici-
pation in protest events and multiple repertoires of action.

Once again, the use of the Internet cannot be conceived in isolation 
from communication by other means. New media are part of the broader 
media environment. Many interviewees underlined that face-to-face 
relationships were very important for the construction of virtual nets, 
which do not emerge spontaneously. In addition, the Internet was often 
considered as something adding to existing relations, rather than as an 
alternative to them.

Summarizing, protest campaigns indeed affected activists’ perceptions 
of the media (Couldry 2000) and different social movements’ uses of the 
media were infl uenced more by normative assessments than by instru-
mental constraints.

Arab spring, indignados and (very) new technologies

While the previously mentioned research on the global justice movement 
focused on its use of new technologies such as Web sites or mailing lists, 
most recent studies of the wave of protest that started with the Arab 
Spring paid particular attention to the social media and their effects on 
conceptions and practices of democracy. While recognizing that media 
alone do not make social movements, Juris has pointed at the different 
organizational frames which are facilitated by the two types of technolo-
gies. As he noted, ‘whereas the use of listservs and websites in the move-
ments for global justice during the late 1990s and 2000s helped to 
generate and diffuse distributed networking logics, in the #Occupying 
movements social media have contributed to powerful logics of aggrega-
tion’ (2012, 260–1). While the logics of networking aims at connecting 
diverse collective actors, the logics of aggregation involve the assembling 
of diverse individuals in physical spaces.

Research on these contentious politics thus confi rms that social move-
ments have a strong capacity to quickly adapt to the evolving commu-
nication technologies. Rather than networks of networks, social media 
facilitate a mass aggregation of individuals (2012, 267). Cheaper and 
easier to use than the previous Internet instruments of communication, 
the social media allow for more subjective intervention that extends 
beyond traditional activist communities, but also a more submerged and 
fragmented form of communication.



98 CAN DEMOCRACY BE SAVED?

Social networks certainly played an important role in the recent move-
ments for democracy in the Arabic countries. As Postill (2012) noted, 
‘the combination of a politicized pan-Arab TV network (Al Jazeera), 
widely available mobile phones with photo and video capabilities, and 
the rapid growth of social media such as Facebook and YouTube since 
2009, has created a “new media ecology” that authoritarian regimes are 
fi nding very diffi cult to control’. The information cascade generated 
through the social media was impossible for the authorities to stop, as 
simultaneous and multi-channel feeds spread ‘virally’.

The Arab Spring has been defi ned as being characterized by ‘the 
instrumental use of social media, especially Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 
and text messaging by protestors, to bring about political change and 
democratic transformation’ (Khamis and Vaughn 2011, 1). New media 
facilitated the development of free spaces, networking and planning. 
They allowed ‘citizen journalists’ to document the protest activity as well 
as to denounce police repression. As an activist declared, ‘To have a 
space, an online space, to write and talk [to] people, to give them mes-
sages which will increase their anger, this is my favorite way of online 
activism. This is the way online activism contributed to the revolution. 
When you asked people to go and demonstrate against the police, they 
were ready because you had already provided them with materials which 
made them angry’ (in Aouraght and Alexander 2011).

The technological support came from a rapidly increasing availability 
of new tools (in Egypt, there were at the time 23 million broadband 
Internet users and 80 per cent of families had mobile phones), as well as 
some freedom in using the media arena. While satellite television chan-
nels had already introduced some media pluralism, the Internet allowed 
for broader – if not equal – citizen participation through peer-to-peer 
communication between users and online networking. In fact, here as 
elsewhere, most of the user-generated content spread through social 
media (Khamis and Vaughn 2011).

The role of new media was particularly relevant before and during 
the Egyptian uprising, when they enabled ‘cyberactivism, which was a 
major trigger for street activism; encouraging civic engagement, through 
aiding the mobilization and organization of protests and other forms of 
political expression; and promoting a new form of citizen journalism, 
which provides a platform for ordinary citizens to express themselves 
and document their own versions of reality’ (Khamis and Vaughn 2011).

Different new media were used in different ways. Facebook allowed 
for the spreading of information from (virtual) friend to (virtual) friend 
as it is a social network enabling the sending of messages to thousands 
of people, ‘with the added benefi t that those receiving the messages were 
already interested and trusted the source’ (Idle and Nunns, 2011, 20). 
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‘We Are All Khaled Said’, founded by Google executive Wael Ghonim 
and named after a young Egyptian activist killed by the police, had a 
Facebook page with over 350,000 members already before 14 January 
2011. The National Coalition for Change used Facebook, Twitter and 
YouTube to send text messages, such as ‘Look what is happening in 
Tunisia.’ As Ghonim invited ‘We Are All Khaled Said’ Facebook members 
to protest on 25 January, within three days more than 50,000 people 
responded that they would attend. Within Facebook, the April 6 Youth 
and the Kolona Khaled Said groups’ pages, as well as pages of high-
profi le individuals (such as Mohamed al-Baradei, Aida Seif-al-Dawla or 
Hossam el-Hamalawy), not only were meeting points particularly instru-
mental in mobilizing youth, but also contributed to the circulation of 
many SMSs, e-mails, Tweets and Facebook posts (Aouraght and Alex-
ander 2011, 1348). In a virtuous circle, the use of social media increased 
during the mobilization

Facebook became something one had to have. Egypt gained more than 
600,000 new Facebook users between January and February 2011 
alone. On the day the Internet switched back on (February 2), 100,000 
users joined this social networking space and it became the most 
accessed website in the country (followed by YouTube and Google), 
and aljazeera.net saw an incredible increase in page views and search 
attempts. (Aouraght and Alexander 2011, 1348)

The blogging service Twitter (with 175 million registered users in 
2010) allowed participants to post their comments, and ‘tweet’ about 
specifi c subjects, including hashtags (such as #Jan25 for Egypt or #sidi-
bouzid for Tunisia) that permitted launching as well as following protest 
events. In the very fi rst week of the protest, as many as 1.5 million Egypt-
related tweets were counted (Aouraght and Alexander 2011), in many 
case allowing for contacts between activists and foreign journalists 
(Lotan et al. 2011). The #Jan25 hash tag produced up to twenty-fi ve 
tweets per minute during the day of the protest (2011).

Digitally encoded video, audio or text were uploaded onto the Inter-
net, and were aggregated by topic and by type. YouTube, for instance, 
allowed people to upload user-created content, among which were 
amateur videos. Particularly infl uential was the call to action from a 
YouTube video posted by Asmaa Mahfouz that stated: ‘If you stay home, 
you deserve all that’s being done to you, and you will be guilty before 
your nation and your people. Go down to the street, send SMSes, post 
it on the ’Net, make people aware’ (Wall and El Zahed 2011).

Materials produced by activists were also collected and made public. 
An activist recalled:
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We built a media camp in Tahrir Square. It was two tents, and we 
were around fi ve or six technical friends with their laptops, memory-
readers, hard disks. We had all physical means with us and we hung 
a sign in Arabic and English on the tent itself saying, ‘Focal point to 
gather videos and pictures from people in the street’. And we received 
a huge amount of videos and pictures and then we go back online 
and keep posting them online. In the fi rst few hours, I gathered 75 
gigabytes of pictures and videos from people in the streets. (in Aouraght 
and Alexander 2011)

Social media were also used to reduce the risks of repression (e.g. 
through the use of tools such as Hotspot Shield and Tor, which protect 
the anonymity of the user), and to spread information about how to 
improve security and calling for attention when in danger (Eltantawy 
and Wiest 2011, 1215). Creative responses were developed to the regime’s 
ban on Internet and mobile phone access (from 28 January 2011 for 
about fi ve days): by tweeting the Web sites of proxy servers; setting up 
FTP (fi le transfer protocol) accounts to transmit videos to international 
media; ‘using landlines to connect to internet services in neighboring 
countries by calling international numbers with older dial-up modems’; 
even resorting ‘to using Morse code, fax machines, and ham radio to get 
the word out about events on the ground’. The Web site of the group 
We Rebuild transcribed transmissions from Egyptian amateur radio sta-
tions; resources for circumventing the blackout were published; there 
was smuggling of ‘satellite phones and satellite modems into Egypt, 
which did not depend on Egypt’s infrastructure to function’ (Khamis and 
Vaughn 2011). Blogs gave advice about how to use dial-up on mobile 
phones and laptops, also suggesting connecting to the Internet service 
provider Noor that was left operational as it was used by the Egyptian 
stock exchange and Western companies. To facilitate communication by 
protestors, some of its subscribers even removed their passwords for wi-fi  
access. When the Al Jazeera television channel in Cairo was closed down, 
people started watching Al Jazeera via Hotbird and Arabsat. Citizens 
also continued to tweet by calling friends abroad and asking them to 
tweet their messages or by using the ‘speak to tweet’ tool – provided by 
some engineers from Twitter, Google and SayNow – which transformed 
voice messages into Twitter messages (Eltantawy and Wiest 2011). With 
some irony, one blog stated: ‘great news, blackout not affecting morale 
in Cairo, veteran activists from 60s and 70s living advice on how to do 
things predigital #Jan25’ (Jamal 2012).

Thanks to the combination of old and new communications tech-
niques, information overcame borders, as ‘Egyptian activists were sup-
ported by the fl ow of information coming to them from abroad, while 



E-DEMOCRACY? 101

simultaneously infl uencing international public opinion abroad, through 
their own coverage of the Egyptian uprising and the information they 
provided on it’. When the mobilization began, messages from Tunisian 
protestors spread on the Egyptian blogs: they ‘advised their Egyptian 
counterparts to protest at nighttime for safety, to avoid suicide opera-
tions, to use media to convey their message for outside pressure, to 
spray-paint security forces’ armored vehicles black to cover the wind-
shield, and to wash their faces with Coca-Cola to reduce the impact of 
tear gas’ (Eltantawy and Wiest 2011). They also advised ‘Put vinegar or 
onion under your scarf for tear gas’, and brainstormed with their Egyp-
tian counterparts on how to evade state surveillance, resist rubber bullets, 
and construct barricades (Khamis and Vaughn 2011).

Infl uenced by the Arab Spring, the protest of the Spanish indignados 
was also highly mediated. Not by chance, at its origin was the cam-
paign No Les Votes (Don’t Vote For Them) asking people not to vote 
for any of the three major parties responsible for a hotly contested 
bill accused of aiming at curtailing copyright infringement by Internet 
users, and of attacking digital freedom in favour of media lobbies (as 
documents published by WikiLeaks confi rmed). Network organizations 
emerged during this campaign, among them Youth Without a Future 
(Juventud Sin Futuro) and Real Democracy Now! (Democracia Real 
Ya! DRY).

Following its roots in campaigns on media rights, the Spanish move-
ment of the indignados showed strong skills in the use of new technolo-
gies. As Postill (2012) well described: ‘The key role played in the inception 
and coordination of the movement by hackers, bloggers, micro-bloggers, 
technopreneurs and online activists is hard to overestimate.’ In fact, 
‘What is striking about 15-M nanostories is how successfully leading 
activists used Twitter in the build-up towards the 15 May protests 
across Spain. By means of Twitter hashtags such as #15M or #15mani 
(#15mdemo), DRY supporters were able not only to rally protesters at 
short notice but also to set the changing political and emotional tone of 
the campaign.’ In the words of two activists: ‘[T]he direction (el sentit) 
is created mostly on Twitter. Hashtags serve not only to organise the 
debate but also to set the collective mood: #wearenotgoing, #weareno-
tafraid, #fearlessbcn, #awakenedbarrios, #puigresignation, #15mmarche-
son, #closetheparliament’ (2012). Indeed, ‘The nanostories being shared 
about specifi c protests or power abuses may be short-lived, but over time 
they add up to a powerful sense of common purpose amongst hundreds 
of thousands of people. Together, they form a grand narrative of popular 
struggle against a corrupt political and economic order.’

Postill’s partial lists of media use that made the movement go viral 
included:
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• Web forums, e.g. Burbuja.info had 17,000 posts by 20 May
• Blogs, e.g. top blogger Ignacio Escolar’s received 10,000 visits per 

hour
• Collaborative documents such as manifestos, press releases and 

directories
• Pedagogical materials on Spain’s electoral system
• Analogue versions of digital media forms, e.g. post-it tweets on 

square kiosks
• Cartoons published online as well as in print form
• Mainstream and alternative radio phone-ins
• Citizen photography, including Flickr group Spanish Revolution
• Videoclips, e.g. 40-second aerial view of Puerta del Sol by an inde-

pendent media company viewed 275,000 times in less than 24 
hours

• Live streaming by small alternative media
• Aggregators and link recommendation sites, especially Meneame, 

experienced unprecedented traffi c growth
• Facebook – by 10 June the DRY Facebook group alone had 400,000 

members
• Twitter users linked to 15-M numbered just over 2,000 users on 

25 April and 4,544 users on 15 May; by 22 May this fi gure had 
expanded tenfold to 45,731. DRY had over 94,000 followers by 
22 August. (2012)

There are nevertheless limits to the use of new media. First, new 
media are available for social movements, but also for their opponents. 
In reciprocal outbidding, the decentralized, ‘leaderless’ model of the Tea 
Party has been supported by the Internet. As a member said, ‘I use the 
term open-source politics. This is an open source movement’: open to 
constant modifi cation (Rauch 2010, 1). This has been seen as an adap-
tation to Barack Obama’s electoral campaign, combining skilful multi-
channel online reach, through Web sites, social media, political blogs, 
e-mails and mobile phones, for communication, fundraising and mobi-
lization (Delany 2009). Additionally, regimes also adapt to new tech-
nologies, using them for control and repression. In particular, dictators 
learn from each other: what failed in authoritarian Egypt was, instead, 
successful in authoritarian Syria.

The logic of aggregation of masses of individuals in some public space, 
sometimes powerful, also has some shortcomings. As already observed 
about demonstrations called through mobile phones and social media 
– such as the protest in Spain after the terrorist attacks – mobilization 
can be very successful in terms of number, but tends to be more volatile 
and intermittent than in the past (Sampedro 2005). Mobilization through 
social media, moreover, implied until now mainly an alternative use of 
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market-oriented platforms, which were built to make profi t. The building 
of alternative platforms is still an ongoing challenge.

Conclusion

Democracy, media and social movement are closely interlinked. While 
the commercialization of mass media is seen as reducing space for plural-
ism, as well as for the voice of less powerful groups, research on social 
movements’ media stresses their capacity to spread alternative informa-
tion. They are vital, in fact, for that ‘counterdemocracy’ which allows 
for control of the governors, but also to improve chances of participation 
and deliberation as well. Social movements have shown much creativity 
in the use of new communications technology, exploiting the chance of 
reduced costs and global reach. Quickly changing technologies present 
opportunities, but also challenges, for democracy, as they infl uence 
modes of participation. This is the case, for instance, with the adding of 
Web 0.2 social media to the existing Internet instruments provided by 
the Web 0.1, which has created the potential for fast mobilization of 
individuals, offering instruments for improving internal democracy, but 
needs to be integrated with other instruments of communication, both 
during the peak of mobilization and during its decline. The impact 
of technologies is in fact fi ltered through normative conceptions of 
democracy.
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During a speech at the European University Institute on 11 November 
2011, Herman van Rompuy, president of the European Council, after 
declaring that Italy ‘needs reforms, not elections’, presented his con-
ception of democracy thus: ‘There is the time of parliamentary demo-
cracies: of legislative procedures, of votes, the work to get a 
majority. . . . There also is the time of public opinion, which needs to 
be convinced, taken along a road. There fi nally is the time of imple-
mentation, of executing the measures once they are agreed.’ Ph.D. 
students from all over Europe showed posters with ‘Democracy?’ 
written on them. In a document they distributed they charged that 
‘the offi ce of President of the European Council is the symbolic incar-
nation of the ever more blatant, democratic defi cit at the heart of the 
European Union. The unelected and unaccountable head of a Euro-
pean people whose popular consent in the appointment was deemed 
superfl uous . . . However, the crisis of democracy in the European 
Union is much more insidious than the simple appointment of a 
presidential fi gure head. The undemocratic ethos has infi ltrated the 
very structures of the Union, evident in its consistent disregard for 
the expressed popular will of its citizens. As the EU becomes ever less 
accountable to the people of Europe, it has hastened its drift away 
from its core founding values.’ This defi cit notwithstanding, they 
declared: ‘we are of the view that another Europe is possible . . . Our 
Europe can and will once again be rooted in its founding values of 
human dignity, freedom, equality and solidarity, constructed upon and 
protected by accountable and truly democratic political institutions.’ 
Among their ‘95 theses’, two read as follows: ‘No common currency 
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without a common democracy!’ and ‘You can’t balance the budget 
with a democratic defi cit!’

This is just a recent, quite vivid, illustration of how the debate on the 
fi nancial crisis and ways to address it is, in Europe as in the American 
occupied parks and squares, intertwined with that on the competing 
visions of democracy, their forms and legitimation. Attention to partici-
pation and deliberation, as well as to the role of ‘counter-democracy’ 
emerges as particularly relevant in the social science refl ection on global 
democracy. A development of democracy at the transnational level 
emerges as all the more urgent, as the international system based on 
sovereign nation states seems to have evolved into a political system 
composed of overlapping multi-level authorities with little functional 
differentiation and scant democratic legitimacy. While ‘the discovering 
of interdependence reduces sovereignty’ (Badie 1999, 297), globalization 
brings about a ‘transnationalization’ of political relationships. If the 
national political context still cushions the impact of international shifts 
on national politics, growing economic interdependence goes hand in 
hand with a signifi cant internationalization of public authority associ-
ated with a corresponding globalization of political activity (Held and 
McGrew 2007). Globalization has indeed increased the awareness of 
‘global commons’ that cannot be defended only at the national level, and 
undermined a hierarchical model based on territorial control (Badie 
1999, 301). While the liberal democracy model is challenged by the shift 
of power towards electorally unaccountable bodies, the extent to which 
participatory and deliberative models of democracy are able to incorpo-
rate a transnational dimension is a question I am going to discuss in this 
chapter.

Globalization and democratic defi cit: an introduction

The effects of globalization on democracy are ambiguous at the very 
least. As Dryzek (2010, 120) noted:

Political theory in general has long proceeded on the assumption that 
the main locus of political authority demanding attention is the sover-
eign state. Democratic theorists have generally concurred, specifying 
in addition that the state must be accompanied by a well-defi ned 
demos, the people in whose name rule is exercised . . . Yet this image 
captures only a subset of politics in today’s world. Arguably this subset 
is declining.
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In fact, international organizations have contributed to the spread of 
international regulations and norms that in some cases supersede national 
sovereignty. As has often been pointed out, ‘no offi cial authority controls 
states in the contemporary world system, but many are subject to power-
ful unoffi cial forces, pressures and infl uences that penetrate the supposed 
hard shell of the state’ (Russett and Starr 1996, 62). On the other hand, 
this new situation has contributed to the creation of supranational norms 
that, in the case of human rights, support the defence of some citizens’ 
rights, especially against authoritarian regimes.

If global governance implies the development of global norms, the 
area covered by international public law is, however, still limited; par-
ticularly in the economic sphere, a private law based on contracts pro-
liferated. Law in the European tradition is seen as command of political 
power; the international juridical order is instead based on the privatistic 
logic of the contract (Ferrarese 2000; see also Allegretti 2002). A new 
lex mercatoria emerged with the increasing role of law fi rms specializing 
in corporate law, but also with societies for bond rating and debt security, 
arbitration and similar methods of dispute resolution (Sassen 2001). 
Growing numbers of lawmakers implies opacity of rules, with the devel-
opment of a law à la carte designed around the global fi rms’ needs 
(Delazay and Garth 1996). In this transnational private legal regime, 
norms are reactive, ad hoc, often unwritten and always negotiated 
(Ferrarese 2000, 138). Globalization implies, therefore, an increasing 
fragmentation and opacity of sovereign power with alternative legalities, 
either overlapping, complementary or antagonistic (Beck 1999). The 
power delegated to rating agencies and their lack of transparency is at 
the centre of the debate on the political responsibility for the fi nancial 
crisis.

The debate on global democracy started with the observation of a 
lack of democratic accountability and even transparency in many inter-
governmental organizations (IGOs) with competences extending beyond 
the negotiation of treaties. In parallel to the acquisition of power by 
numerous IGOs, criticism centred on the manifest defi cit of democracy 
that characterizes these organisms which are mainly non-elective and 
un-transparent in their way of functioning (Held and McGrew 2007). In 
Europe the era of ‘permissive consensus’ on the EU appears to have 
ended, given an increasingly demanding public opinion. The growing 
tendency of national governments to justify unpopular decisions such as 
budget cuts as following from restrictions imposed by the process of 
European integration has increased the critical attention paid to choices 
made by European institutions. The confl ict over European integration 
has been described as a ‘sleeping giant’, still mainly unstructured within 
party systems but ready to explode when political entrepreneurs are 
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ready to come forward and represent it. Although ‘at the moment in 
most countries the electorate is willing to freeze their preferences with 
regard to the EU, and choose parties on the basis of other consider-
ations’, the question has been asked of ‘how long this can last’ (Franklin 
and van der Eijk 2004, 47). In fact, in many European countries, opposi-
tion to integration has been channeled through euro-sceptic parties of 
different strengths, and made visible especially during the referendums 
on the EU Constitutional Treaty (della Porta and Caiani 2009).

Even less democratic legitimacy has been accorded to those informal 
networks that, like the G7, the G8 or the G9, link together those states 
that consider themselves to be superior in terms of economic and other 
powers. Especially criticized has been the self-referentiality of these nets, 
as well as their capacity to strengthen the power of the few over the many, 
militarily and/or economically dependent countries. Strong criticism was 
also addressed to the international fi nancial institutions like the WB, the 
IMF and the WTO, accused of implementing neoliberal policies to the 
advantage of some powerful states thanks to their increasing power.

Not only the lack of elected offi cials, but also the unequal power of 
the states in some IGOs has been critically discussed. In the United 
Nations, the role of the superpowers is evident in the Security Council 
and the veto power recognized for some states; as for the WB, the fi ve 
largest shareholders (the USA, Japan, Germany, France and the UK) 
appoint an executive director each. In the WB and IMF, the infl uence of 
the most powerful countries is recognized according to the principle ‘one 
dollar, one vote’.1 The many economic crises of the last decade have also 
shaken the legitimation of institutions whose aim is to promote economic 
and social development; for example, the fact that as many as fi fty 
countries remained for twenty years clients of the IMF and WB does not 
refl ect output success (Mueller 2002, 113).

In international relations, important steps have been taken towards 
recognizing the political nature of the international politics of states as 
well as international organizations. First, constructivist approaches chal-
lenged the idea that states act on their inherent interests, focusing on the 
many ways in which interests (as identities) are indeed constructed. 
Recent attempts to go beyond (rigid) perspectives towards eclectic ones 
recognize the need to investigate empirically the actual relevance of mate-
rial interests, norms, and perceptions thereof (Sil and Katzenstein 2010). 
Those who have brought the transnational dimension back into interna-
tional relations have also pointed at the complexity of international 
decisions that involve not just states, but also interest organizations and 
principled actors (Risse, Ropp and Sikkink 1999).

What is more, a debate on the politicization of international organiza-
tions has developed from the observation that, especially since the 1980s, 
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the Westphalian principle of national sovereignty has been challenged: 
‘In addition to violations by major powers, international institutions 
have developed procedures that contradict the consensus principle and 
the principle of non-intervention. Some international norms and rules 
create obligations for national governments to take measures even when 
they have not agreed to do so. Moreover, in some cases, decisions of 
international institutions even affect individuals directly’ (Zürn, Binder 
and Ecker-Ehrhardt 2010, 2). The politicization of the discourse on 
international organizations is indeed refl ected in a growing attention to 
their democratization: while ‘until twenty years ago, very few interna-
tional relations textbooks paid any attention to the problem of democ-
racy across borders. . . . Over the past twenty years, the intellectual 
landscape has changed considerably’ (Archibugi, Konig-Archibugi and 
Marchetti 2011, 1).

A main challenge for global democracy is in the construction of global 
identities and global institutions. Normative theories of democracy 
refl ect in particular on the changing defi nition of ‘relevant political com-
munities’. If, in a communitarian approach, democracy is seen as diffi cult 
to apply in culturally heterogeneous communities (Archibugi 1998, 206), 
for others the weakening of the reference to a ‘pre-political community 
of shared destiny’ makes political participation all the more important. 
In Habermas’ words, in postnational constellations ‘the strength of the 
democratic constitutional states lies precisely in its ability to close the 
holes of social integration through the political participation of its citi-
zens . . . Basic human rights, and rights to political participation, consti-
tute a self-referential model of citizenship, insofar as they enable 
democratically united citizens to shape their own status legislatively’ 
(Habermas 2001, 76–7).

Building democratic institutions is also diffi cult as, many believe, 
‘the liberal democratic state does not provide any applicable model for 
global democracy’ (Dryzek 2010, 177). Common to refl ections on global 
democracy is ‘the vision of a system of global governance that is respon-
sive and accountable to the preferences of the world’s citizens and works 
to reduce political inequalities among them’ (Archibugi, Konig-Archibugi 
and Marchetti 2011, 6). While one can agree that ‘either democracy is 
global or it is not democracy’ (Marchetti 2008, 1), the search for insti-
tutional reforms with a view to a democratization of supranational 
institutions is still at an initial stage. The understanding of what global 
democracy should be changes, moreover, in different theorizations, 
which stress either liberal, participatory or deliberative qualities.

Three ideal types have in fact to be distinguished (2008). Confederal-
ist views rely on democracy inside each state and maintain the right of 
each government, democratically elected, to represent its citizens when 
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voluntarily participating in international organizations. Polycentric 
views see a multilevel system of global governance with institutions 
accountable to the specifi c stake-holders that are affected by their deci-
sions (Macdonald 2008). Criticizing the stake-holder approach from 
normative (as in democracy all citizens express their views on all issues) 
and empirical (as it is impossible to defi ne who has a stake and who 
not in complex systems of government) points of view, federalist views 
defend instead the right of world citizens to be represented as such in 
international organizations of world government directly (Archibugi, 
Koenig-Archibugi and Marchetti 2011, 7–9). The inclusion of all citizens 
of the world, regardless of whether they are directly affected by the 
decision made, is a main principle in this view of democracy, that 
stresses, in fact, participatory qualities (Marchetti 2011). Similarly, the 
normative proposal developed around the concept of ‘cosmopolitan 
democracy’ postulates a direct participation of citizens in institutions 
of global democracy (Archibugi, Held and Koehler 1998, 4). Cosmo-
politan democracy implies, in fact:

the development of administrative capacity and independent political 
resources at regional and global levels as a necessary complement to 
those in local and national politics. . . A cosmopolitan democracy would 
not call for a diminution per se of state power and capacity across the 
globe. Rather it would seek to entrench and develop democratic insti-
tutions at regional and global levels as a necessary complement to those 
at the level of the nation-state. (Held 1998, 24)

As a project oriented to the development of democracy within and 
among states, but also at the global level, federal visions of global democ-
racy imply the existence of global institutions where citizens are seen as 
individual ‘inhabitants of the world’ rather than as part of a nation state. 
The basic assumption is that ‘if some global questions are to be handled 
according to democratic criteria, there must be political representation 
for citizens in global affairs, independently and autonomously of their 
political representation in domestic affairs’ (Archibugi 1998, 211–12). 
Global institutions should therefore enable ‘the voice of individuals to 
be heard in global affairs, irrespective of their resonance at home’ 
(Archibugi 2003, 8).

Numerous theorists therefore suggest that a global democracy requires 
democratic states, but also democratic supranational institutions. Pro-
posals for short-term reforms of existing international organizations 
include the reorganization of leading UN institutions such as the Security 
Council, in order to increase the power of developing countries; the 
creation of a second UN chamber; the use of transnational referendums; 
compulsory submission to the jurisdiction of an International Human 
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Rights Court; and the establishment of an effective and accountable 
international military force. Other proposals have addressed the presence 
in the UN General Assembly of delegates of both national governments 
and opposition groups, as well as directly elected delegates; limitation 
or abolition of veto power; opening to regional organizations; a consulta-
tive vote for representatives of NGOs; and an elective parliamentary 
assembly with consultative power (Archibugi 1998, 221). The subordi-
nation of international fi nancial institutions to the UN General Assembly 
has been suggested as a way to make them more transparent and account-
able, as well as the reform of IGOs on the basis of ‘one state, one vote’. 
In the long term, proposed reforms include the creation of a global par-
liament, the strengthening of international legal systems embracing crim-
inal and civil laws, and a Charter of global rights and obligations (Held 
1998, 25).

The federalist conception of global democracy stresses even more the 
need to maximize citizens’ participation at all different layers of political 
decision making as the only way to overcome ‘the crucial pathology of 
political exclusion’, by addressing especially transnational exclusion 
(Marchetti 2008, 2). In systems that attenuate the links between the 
decision makers and those who bear the costs of those decisions, citizens’ 
participation in institutions of global democracy refl ects not only the 
fundamental notion of democratic inclusion of choice-bearers in the 
control of choice-makers, but also notions of interaction-dependent 
justice (2008, 21ff.). Pointing at the need for a deliberative reform, 
Dryzek (2010, 124) suggested the creation of a mini-public at global 
level as a solution that would overcome the objective diffi culty in electing 
a global parliament, developing a post-Westphalian, post-liberal and post-
electoral thinking. In his proposal, he stresses discursive representation 
as more easily obtained at global level than representing persons through 
elections (2010, 192).

These proposals may appear too moderate to some, too utopist to 
others; they signal, however, the perceived need to respond to the chal-
lenges of globalization with a democratization of international institu-
tions. More generally, they indicate that the economic, cultural, and 
social processes of globalization produce political confl icts whose out-
comes will affect the legitimacy and effi cacy of democratic institutions.

A global civil society?

Beyond institutional reforms, the weaknesses of liberal democracy at 
supranational level make the building of spaces for participatory and 
deliberative democracy all the more urgent. Civil society organizations 
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have played an important role of control and advocacy. In a more and 
more politicized system of international relations, criticism of neoliberal 
forms of globalization and demands for ‘another globalization’ entered 
the mass-media public sphere, especially with the protests against the 
WTO summit in 1999 – as the American weekly Newsweek wrote (13 
December 1999, 36), ‘one of the most important lessons of Seattle is that 
there are now two visions of globalization on offer, one led by commerce, 
one by social activism’.

The globalization processes in economics, culture and politics have 
been refl ected in the emergence of a global civic society – a much-used 
and much-debated term to indicate a civil society that ‘increasingly rep-
resents itself globally, across nation-state boundaries, through the forma-
tion of global institutions’ (Shaw 1994, 650; see also Anheier, Glasius 
and Kaldor 2001). Part of the global civil society, formal international 
non-governmental organizations (INGOs) have grown in numbers, 
members and availability of material resources. The same can be said of 
transnational social movement organizations (TSMOs), a term coined to 
defi ne transnational organizations active, often through protest, within 
networks of social movements. While social movements developed with 
the growth of national politics, the formation of TSMOs has been seen 
as a response to the growing institutionalization of international politics 
(Smith 1995, 190).

From the beginning of the twentieth century to its end, the number 
of INGOs grew from 176 in 1909 to 15,965 in 1997 (Deutscher Bundes-
tag 2002, 427; Princen and Finger 1994, 1; cf. also Held and McGrew 
2007, 35). Some of them have been highlighted as having not only 
increased their membership, but also strengthened their infl uence in 
various stages of international policy making (Sikkink and Smith 2002). 
Their assets include their increasing credibility in public opinion and 
consequent availability of private funding, as well as their rootedness at 
the local level. Their specifi c knowledge, combined with useful contacts 
in the press, make many INGOs seem particularly reliable sources of 
information. With a professional staff on hand, they are also able to 
maintain a fair level of activity even when protest mobilization is low. 
Independence from governments, combined with a reputation built upon 
solid work at the local level, enables some INGOs to perform an impor-
tant role in mediating inter-ethnic confl ict. They may not only contribute 
to broadening participation in global policy making, but also improve 
the accountability of powerful global actors. Additionally, ‘the delibera-
tive qualities of global civil society actors may contribute to the emer-
gence of a global public sphere’ (Tallberg and Uhlin 2011, 212).

Civil society organizations are said to perform their functions, in 
part at least, through participation in international policy making. In 
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particular in the UN, the number of INGOs with consultative status 
increased from 41 in 1948 to about 2,870 today (2011, 215). United 
Nations conferences on issues such as environment, development or 
gender rights have seen much participation ‘from below’. Even tradition-
ally closed international organizations, such as the WTO, now accept 
NGOs as observers (more than 700 participating in its ministerial confer-
ence in 2005). Besides their consultative role, civil society organizations 
are also important in the implementation of decisions. So, for instance, 
the percentage of projects fi nanced by the WB involving civil society 
organizations grew from 21 per cent in 1990 to 72 per cent in 2006 
(2011, 215).

The debate on the democratic qualities and effective infl uence of a 
global civil society is, however, still open. Many INGOs are in fact con-
sidered as not really autonomous from their own governments and/or 
donors, elitist and hierarchical in their internal organization, ineffective 
and too tamed in their intervention (see, e.g., Betsill and Corell 2008; 
Steffen, Kissling and Nanz 2008; Scholte 2011). The global civil society 
has been defi ned as stemming from the taming process of the social move-
ments of the pre-1989 period as well as the decline of old civic associa-
tions (such as unions) and the transformation of the former into NGOs: 
professionalized, institutionalized and organized around particular causes 
(Kaldor 2003). Especially since the 1980s, transnational social movement 
organizations developed, in part due to disillusionment with the effects 
of moderate strategies, and adopted more contentious attitudes. Here as 
well, however, doubts about the extent to which they are really cosmo-
politan have been expressed, and their (Western-centred) ethnocentrism, 
and also their single-issue nature, have been critically noted.

Social movements and global democracy

Faced with transformation in the relations between different territorial 
levels of power, recent waves of protest on global issues have been inter-
preted as refl ecting the ‘politicization’ of a supranational level of gover-
nance, which had traditionally been conceived (if considered) as highly 
technical and legitimated ‘by the output’ (della Porta 2009a and 2009b). 
Moreover, they emerged from the disappointment with previous, tamed 
forms of mobilization at transnational level.

In various ways, international organizations have provided opportuni-
ties for the development of transnational networks of protest and global 
frames, acting, as Sidney Tarrow (2005) suggested, as a coral reef for 
movements beyond borders (see also della Porta and Caiani 2009). While 
some of them (especially the international fi nancial institutions) have been 
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seen as main targets for protest, others, however contested, have also 
offered some discursive and political opportunities to social movement 
organizations. The latter, in their turn, became active in the democratiza-
tion of international organizations and politics, fi rst of all by practising a 
democratic surveillance on their actions, but also by developing specifi c 
criticisms of their democratic defi cit and proposals for reform.

This is particularly visible in the debate on one of the most powerful 
and most contested of the international organizations: the EU. The quali-
tative analysis of the organizational documents of about 250 social 
movement organizations involved in the European Social Forum (ESF) 
points at some main elements of criticism and, sometimes, proposals for 
democratization of public institutions (della Porta 2009a and 2009b).

A general complaint by the activists of the ESF is that the EU uses its 
competences on market competition and free trade to impose neoliberal 
economic policies, while the restrictive budgetary policies set by the 
Maastricht parameters are stigmatized as jeopardizing welfare policies. 
The privatization of public services and increasing fl exibility of labour 
are criticized as worsening citizens’ wellbeing and job security. Under the 
slogan ‘Another Europe is possible’, various proposals were tabled at the 
fi rst ESF, including ‘taxation of capital’ and a Tobin Tax on fi nancial 
transactions. In particular, the proposed Constitutional Treaty was feared 
as the ‘constitutionalization of neoliberalism’. A participant at the 
seminar ‘For a democratic Europe, a Europe of rights and citizenship’, 
held during an ESF, claimed that ‘everything is subordinated to competi-
tion, including public services, the relations with the DOM-TOM 
[Domaines d’outre mer, Territoires d’outre mer], and the fl ow of capital 
(something that, by the way, makes any Tobin Tax impossible)’.

Criticisms of the conceptions of democracy at EU level also address 
security policies, with a call for a Europe of freedoms and justice as 
opposed to a Europe ‘sécuritaire et policière’. At the fi rst ESF, the EU 
stance on foreign policy was considered to be subordinate to the US, 
environmental issues as dominated by the environmental-unfriendly 
demands of corporations, and migration policy as oriented towards 
building a xenophobic ‘Fortress Europe’. In particular, EU legislation on 
terrorism was criticized as criminalizing such categories as the young, 
refugees and Muslims. EU immigration policies were defi ned as obsessed 
with issues of security and demographic needs. Activists from solidarity 
groups denounced the role of European states and corporations in Haiti, 
Latin America and Africa, and expressed disapproval of aggressive EU 
trade policies and asymmetric negotiation of commercial treaties. In 
terms of defence policies, proposals tabled during the second ESF range 
from ‘a Europe without NATO, EU and US army bases’ to multilateral-
ism, from the refusal of a nuclear Europe to provision of more resources 
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to the UN and the request for inclusion in the Constitution of the refusal 
of war as an instrument of confl ict resolution

Beyond concrete policy choices, criticisms are also addressed at the 
secretive, top-down ways in which these policies are decided. In par-
ticular, the activists criticize the lack of democratic accountability: while 
decisions move up to higher levels, ‘at the local level we have very little 
infl uence on the decision-making process, but our infl uence becomes 
null when it comes to questions such as the European constitution or 
the directives of the WTO or the IMF. We are even criminalized when 
we attempt it.’ The Assembly of social movements at the third ESF 
asked for, among other things, more participation ‘from below’ in the 
construction of ‘another Europe’:

At a time when the draft of the European Constitutional treaty is about 
to be ratifi ed, we must state that the peoples of Europe need to be 
consulted directly. The draft does not meet our aspirations. This con-
stitutional treaty consecrates neo-liberalism as the offi cial doctrine of 
the EU; it makes competition the basis for European community law, 
and indeed for all human activity; it completely ignores the objectives 
of an ecologically sustainable society. This constitutional treaty does 
not grant equal rights, the free movement of people and citizenship for 
everyone in the country they live in, whatever their nationality; it gives 
NATO a role in European foreign policy and defence, and pushes for 
the militarization of the EU. Finally it puts the market fi rst by margin-
alizing the social sphere, and hence accelerating the destruction of 
public services.

Similarly, groups like Attac criticized the democratic defi cit, linked to the 
lack of parliamentary control over the executive, but also promoted a 
‘democratic constitutive European process that starts from the peoples’, 
rejecting the ‘neoliberal process of a Europe of the powerful and the 
governments’ (Il movimento e la politica, 17 October 2003).

In sum, social movement organizations have expressed concerns about 
the accountability of international organizations. Their lack of transpar-
ency, the internal inequalities among states, as well as the lack of citizens’ 
involvement have been criticized. At the same time, however, there has 
been an interest by those very organizations in the construction of insti-
tutions of global governance, perceived as indispensable for controlling 
the negative effects of economic globalization.

The orientation towards strengthening the institutions of global gov-
ernance, but at the same time democratizing them, is in fact especially 
visible in the attitudes towards the UN or the EU. In particular, the 
international campaign ‘Reclaim our UN’ promotes a reform of that 
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institution, based upon values of multilateralism, international coopera-
tion, strengthening of international law, creation of democratic interna-
tional institutions, subordination of the international fi nancial institutions 
to the UN, extended competences for the International Court of Justice, 
establishment of an international judiciary police, development of world 
citizenship with ‘responsible participation of every citizen within a grass-
roots globalization’, and increased access for the civil society to decision-
making institutions. If this trust in the ‘reformability’ of the UN is not 
shared by all the groups I have analysed, there is a widespread demand 
for transnational governance of economic processes and a return to 
politics as opposed to the dominance of the market.

Similarly, institutions of macro-regional governance – among them the 
EU – are considered to be necessary in order to reduce the damage from 
economic globalization. So, for instance, the Seattle to Brussels Network, 
after denouncing the undemocratic nature of EU decision making on 
trade (‘EU trade policy-making . . . is opaque, non transparent and deeply 
undemocratic’: European NGO Statement: 12 key demands to the EU in 
the run-up to the 6th WTO Ministerial Conference), asked the EU to 
‘promote enhanced transparency and democratic participation and 
accountability in EU trade policy making’, including consultations with 
parliaments and civil society groups (cited in Zola and Marchetti 2006). 
At the same time, calls for the defence of a European social model as an 
alternative to the American one are voiced, especially by trade unions 
(see Reiter 2006, 249). Typically, Attac promoted a social Europe, a 
Europe of civic and social rights for all residents, a Europe of the citizens, 
a Europe that promotes peace – as opposed to a Europe of the market, of 
trade, of the elites, of the governments, undemocratic, subject to the US.

Although critical of existing institutions, the global justice movement 
seemed, however, aware of the need for supranational (macro-regional 
and/or global) institutions of governance. At one of the plenary assem-
blies of the second ESF, Italian activist Franco Russo stated: ‘There is a 
real desire for Europe. . . but not for any Europe. The European citizens 
ask for a Europe of rights: social, environmental and peaceful. But does 
this Constitution respond to our desire for Europe?’

The image of ‘another Europe’ (instead of ‘no Europe’) is often stressed 
in the debates. During the second ESF, the Assembly of the Unemployed 
and Precarious Workers in Struggle stated that ‘For the European Union, 
Europe is only a large free-exchange area. We want a Europe based on 
democracy, citizenship, equality, peace, a job and revenue in order to 
live. Another Europe for another World’. In this vision, the building of 
‘another Europe imposes putting the democratic transformation of 
institutions at the centre of elaboration and mobilization. We can, 
we should have great political ambition for Europe. . . Cessons de 
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subir l’Europe: prenons la en mains’ (http://workspace.fse-esf.org/mem/
Act2223, accessed 20 December 2006). Unions and other groups active 
on public services proclaimed ‘the European level as the pertinent level 
of resistance’, against, among other issues, national decisions to cut 
services and subsidies. The ‘No to the Constitutional draft’ is combined 
with demands for a ‘legitimate European constitution’, produced through 
a public consultation, ‘a European constitution constructed from below’. 
And many agree that ‘the Europe we have to build is a Europe of rights, 
and participatory democracy is its engine’. In this vision, ‘the European 
Social Forum constitutes the peoples as constitutional power, the only 
legitimate power’.

Social movement organizations in the ESF thus perceived their role as 
important in the creation of a European public space. Criticizing the 
failure of the Convention for the Constitutional Treaty to involve (at 
least part of) the civil society, the Italian Attac declared that:

In the last two years a new public sphere was born in Europe; it has 
been promoted not by the consensus-hunters sent by the commission 
to look for some dialogue with the civil society, but by the oppositional 
movements. . . . It would be a mistake, however, if, faced with the 
myopia of the European governments and their frequent factual con-
nivance with imperial policies, one were to look back, feeding the 
illusion that the nation states are the terrain on which the movement 
can develop its democratic instances. (La Convenzione Europea e i 
movimenti sociali, 20/11/2002)

Even the most critical organizations called for ‘another Europe’, con-
stituting free space where the issues of what Europe is, and of what it 
should be, are discussed. Among them, EuroMayDay proclaimed: ‘We 
are eurogeneration insurgents: our idea of Europe is a radical, libertarian, 
transnationalist, antidystopian, open democratic space able to counter 
global bushism and oppressive, exploitative, powermad, planetwrecking, 
warmongering neoliberalism in Europe and elsewhere. Networkers and 
Flextimers of Europe unite! There’s a world of real freedom to fi ght for’ 
(EuroMayDay 2004). Also the ESFs have been spaces where ideas of 
‘another Europe’ have developed. This is well illustrated by the Declara-
tion of the Assembly of the Movements of the Fourth European Social 
Forum (ESF) in Athens on 7 May 2006, which stated: ‘We reject this 
neo-liberal Europe and any efforts to re-launch the rejected Constitu-
tional Treaty; we are fi ghting for another Europe, a feminist, ecological, 
open Europe, a Europe of peace, social justice, sustainable life, food 
sovereignty and solidarity, respecting minorities’ rights and the self-
determination of all peoples.’
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Concrete proposals to improve the quality of democracy at EU level 
were in fact developed during the ESF. They ranged from the establish-
ment of an annual day of action devoted to media democracy to the 
building of alternative media (workshop titled ‘Reclaim the Channels of 
Information: Media Campaigns and Media Protest’), from the reduction 
of import taxes on medicines to an increase in the use of unconventional 
medicines (seminar on ‘Health in Europe: Equity and Access’), from the 
introduction of the right to asylum in the European constitution to the 
regularization of all undocumented migrants (workshop on ‘Right to 
Migrate, Right to Asylum’); from a European social charter that recog-
nizes the right to decent housing to the occupation of empty buildings 
(workshop on ‘Housing Rights in Europe: Towards a Trans-European 
Network of Struggles and Alternatives’); from the dialogue with local 
authorities to participation of the people in international experiences of 
cooperation (workshop on ‘Decentralized Cooperation: A Dialogue 
between Territories as a Response to Global Challenges’); from quality 
control on hard drugs to the liberalization of soft ones (workshop on 
‘Perfect Enemies: the Penal Governance of Poverty and Differences’).

Countersummits and ESFs have certainly networked a broad set of 
organizations and individuals that expressed dissatisfaction with Euro-
pean institutions. Especially after the French constitutional referendums, 
the position of movement organizations such as Attac has been high-
lighted as a sign of the (re)emergence of a left-wing-leaning Euroscepti-
cism, after years in which research after research had noted more support 
for the EU on the left than on the right end of the political spectrum. 
These criticisms did not, however, imply a call to go back to the nation 
state. First, the social movement criticisms addressed not the existence 
of an EU level of governance but more specifi c policy choices and differ-
ent aspects of the democratic defi cit. What is more, the very fact of 
organizing at the EU level, instrumentally oriented at fi rst, has contrib-
uted to the development of European identity and, indirectly, promoted 
critical Europeanization. In this sense, protest such as the EU counter-
summits and the ESFs had a strong cognitive and affective impact.

In the course of the countersummits, alongside an increase in the 
number of organizations involved and the structuring of the protest 
network, the defi nition of what was at stake also evolved: from an initial 
focus upon unemployment to a broader range of EU policies, and par-
ticipation of activists from various movements. This shift accompanied 
the development of a European identity that the various ESFs contributed 
to strengthening. The analyses of the ESFs have in fact shown the emer-
gence of a European social movement that is innovative in terms of the 
development of identity, strategies and organizational structure that go 
beyond the boundaries of the nation states, addressing the institutions 
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of the multilevel European governance. Although critical of the European 
institutions, activists promoted, through their action and campaigns, a 
European identity.

Social movement activists as critical cosmopolitans

Similar tensions between the criticism of existing EU institutions and 
the perceived need to create supranational levels of governance emerge 
also from the analysis of surveys of activists at transnational protest 
events. Among those who protested against the G8 in Genoa, trust in 
representative institutions tended to be low, with, however, signifi cant 
differences regarding institutions at different territorial levels (see also 
della Porta et al. 2006). In general, some international organizations 
(especially the EU and the United Nations) were seen by activists as 
more worthy of respect than their national governments, but less so 
than local bodies. Research on the activists at the fi rst ESF confi rmed 
that mistrust of the institutions of liberal democracy was spread cross-
nationally, although particularly pronounced where national govern-
ments were either right-wing (Italy and Spain at the time), or perceived 
as hostile to the claims of the global justice movement (as in the UK). 
Not even national parliaments, supposedly the main instrument of rep-
resentative democracy, were trusted, while there was markedly greater 
trust in local bodies (especially in Italy and France), and, albeit to a 
somewhat lower degree, in the United Nations. The EU scored a trust 
level among activists which is barely higher than that for national gov-
ernments. Similar data on the second and the fourth ESF confi rm the 
general mistrust in representative democratic institutions, especially in 
national governments, followed by the EU and then the UN, with some 
more trust in local institutions (much less, however than in the fi rst and 
second ESF), although with some qualifi cation (della Porta 2007). 
Among other actors and institutions, we notice a very low level of trust 
in the church and mass media, as well as in the unions in general (con-
sidering the type of demonstrator), and a similarly low trust in the 
judiciary and (even lower) in political parties (table 6.1). Activists con-
tinue to trust social movements instead (and, a bit less, NGOs) as actors 
in a democracy from below. In sum, in seeking ‘another Europe’, one 
central feature is mistrust of parties and representative institutions. The 
common location of activists on the left of the political spectrum is 
blended with a high interest in politics, defi ned as politics ‘from below’, 
but mistrust in the actors in institutional politics. It should be noted 
that mistrust is higher among the activists surveyed in 2006 than among 
those surveyed in 2002 and 2003.
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Table 6.1 Trust in institutions among ESF participants in Florence, Paris, and 
Athens (valid cases only)

Type of institution* Florence 
2002

Paris 
2003

Athens 
2006

% N % N % N

Local institutions 46.1 2365 43.1 2034 26.6 1122
National government 6.1 2451 11.6 1997 11.5 1126
National parliament 14.9 2428 – – 20.5 1130
European Union 26.9 2444 17.3 2002 14.5 1141
United Nations 29.6 2444 31.7 1985 18.1 1136
Political parties 20.4 2423 23.0 2007 21.2 1120
Unions 16.1** ** 57.5 2025 49.0 1122
Social movements – – 90.0 2067 85.7 1139
NGOs – – 77.3 2002 66.8 1132
Both the above 89.4 2464 – – – –
Church 17.2 2441 15.5 1987 9.1 1135
Mass media 12.4 2449 9.3 2010 3.9 1142
Judiciary 36.7 2429 – – 33.8 1136
Police 7.3 2454 – – 10.7 1132

*The degree of trust was translated into a dichotomous variable in the following way: ‘not 
at all’ and ‘little’ = ‘no’; ‘a fair amount’ and ‘a lot’ = ‘yes’.
** The data refer to respondents to the non-Italian survey, N = 417. In the Italian version 
respondents were asked about their trust in specifi c unions, with the following results: trust 
in Cisl/Uil: N = 229, 8.9%; trust in Cgil: N = 1104, 42.8%; trust in grass-roots trade 
unions N = 990, 38.4%.
Source: della Porta 2009a, 89

Activists present at the various ESFs were in fact critical of EU politics 
and policies. At the fi rst ESF, interviewees from different countries stated 
that the European Union strengthens neoliberal globalization and were 
sceptical about the capacity of the EU to mitigate the negative effects of 
globalization and safeguard a different social model of welfare (table 
6.2). While Italians expressed greater trust in the EU, and British activists 
were more sceptic (followed by the French and Spanish activists), the 
differences were, however, altogether small. Comparing the distributions 
on these items of the Italians at the ESF in 2002 with those of the anti-
Bolkestein marchers in Rome we can see that opinions remained stable, 
and constantly pessimistic.

When moving from the assessment of existing institutions to the 
imagined ones, the activists of the fi rst ESF expressed, however, strong 
interest in the building of new institutions of world governance: 70 per 
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Table 6.2 ’How much do you agree with the following statements?’ (equilibrated sample)

Italy France Germany Spain UK Total ESF Rome 2005

(a) The European Union attempts to safeguard a social model that is different from the neoliberal one
not at all 46.7 50.7 47.4 51.4 68.3 53.7 42.4
a little 43.7 35.8 43.6 38.5 26.1 36.8 37.7
some 8.9 8.2 7.7 6.4 4.2 7.0 11.7
very much 0.7 5.2 1.3 3.7 1.4 2.5 4.0
Total
N

100%
135

100%
134

100%
78

100%
109

100%
142

100%
598

100%
410

(b) The European Union mitigates the most negative effects of neoliberal globalization
not at all 31.7 50.0 29.7 44.0 59.4 44.4 41.8
a little 51.1 27.9 48.6 40.4 21.7 36.6 40.5
some 15.1 13.2 14.9 10.1 5.6 11.5 11.7
very much 2.2 8.8 6.8 5.5 13.3 7.5 1.5
Total
N

100%
139

100%
136

100%
74

100%
109

100%
143

100%
601

100%
410

(c) The European Union strengthens neoliberal globalization
not at all 3.6 3.0 2.4 1.5 6.1 3.6 4.6
a little 18.7 6.0 4.9 6.3 5.4 8.6 11.8
some 43.2 32.8 35.4 38.7 15.0 32.3 31.7
very much 34.5 58.2 57.3 53.2 73.5 55.5 48.2
Total
N

100%
139

100%
134

100%
82

100%
111

100%
147

100%
613

100%
410

Source: della Porta 2009a, 92
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cent of the respondents were quite or very much in favour of this, 
including strengthening the United Nations, an option supported by 
about half our sample (table 6.3). Furthermore, about one-third of 
activists agreed that, in order to achieve the goals of the movement, a 
stronger EU and/or other macro-regional institutions were necessary 
(with higher support for the EU among Italian activists, and very low 
support among the British activists). Respondents in Athens in 2006 
confi rmed a widely shared scepticism that strengthening the national 
governments would help in achieving the goals of the movement (only 
about a quarter of the activists responded positively). Between the fi rst 
and the fourth ESF the belief in the need for building (alternative) 
institutions of world governance became almost unanimous (93 per 
cent of the respondents), with instead a lower per cent in Athens in 
support of a strengthening of the EU (from 43 per cent to 35 per cent) 
and/or the UN (from 57 per cent to 48 per cent).

The activists at the fi rst ESF expressed also quite a high level of 
affective identifi cation with Europe: only 18 per cent felt not at all 
attached, 34 per cent felt little attached, 37 per cent moderately and 
11 per cent very much. This means that about half of the activists 

Table 6.3 Opinion of ESF participants in Florence and Athens about which 
institutions should be strengthened to achieve global social movements’ goals 
(valid cases)*

Type of institution** Florence 
2002

Athens 
2006

% N % N

National governments 22.0 2362 25.6 1066
European Union*** 43.2 2383 34.9 1073
United Nations 56.6 2405 48.4 1056
Institutions of world governance to be built**** 64.6 2400 92.5 1127

*Question in the Florence questionnaire: ‘In your opinion, to achieve the goals of the 
movement it would be necessary to strengthen . . .’; question in the Athens questionnaire: 
‘In your opinion, what should be done to tame neoliberal globalization? Strengthen . . .’.
**The level of disagreement/agreement was translated into a dichotomous variable in the 
following way: ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘disagree’ = ‘no’; ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ = ‘yes’.
***The Florence questionnaire asked for the strengthening of EU or other international 
supranational institutions.
****The Athens questionnaire asked about the building of new institutions that involve 
the civil society on the international level; the Florence questionnaire asked about the 
building of new institutions of world governance.
Source: della Porta 2009a, 94
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felt a moderate or strong attachment to Europe (with also in this case 
less support from British and Spanish activists and more from French, 
Germans and Italians). The activists at the ESFs therefore do not seem 
to be Eurosceptics, wanting to return to an almighty nation state, but 
‘critical Europeanists’ (or ‘critical globalists’), convinced that transna-
tional institutions of governance are necessary, but that they should be 
built from below. Activists from various countries expressed, therefore, 
strong criticisms of the actual politics and policies of the EU, but they 
also showed strong identifi cation with Europe and a certain degree of 
support for the European level of governance (della Porta 2002a).

Although we have discussed protest at the EU level as an example of 
critical Europeanism, Europe does not seem to be an exception. Trans-
national waves of protest have in fact been said to create critical cosmo-
politans, and the mobilization over transnational issues to fuel the 
development of cosmopolitan identities (Tarrow 2005).

Conclusion

With the increasing competences of international organizations, the issue 
of their democratic accountability came forcefully onto the agenda of 
scholars and committed citizens alike. Refl ections addressed the tensions 
between the normative need to build institutions of global democracy 
and the empirical diffi culties in the implementation of those projects. The 
most ambitious models of a global federation are at the same time the 
ones that promise to increase the participatory and deliberative quality 
of democracy, but also the ones that appear to be more diffi cult to realize 
in practice. However, the increasing power of international organizations 
also brought with it some seeds for the development of a global civil 
society and some promises of democratization of international politics 
from below: transnational social movement organizations in fact not 
only intervene (in more or less contentious forms) in institutional deci-
sion making by international organizations and develop proposals to 
democratize them but also form global public spheres that increase the 
transparency of international organizations.

As we saw, looking especially at the EU, transnational activists emerge 
as critical cosmopolitans. Looking at the frames and discourses of these 
activists, as well as those of their organizations, we observe the devel-
opment of a form of ‘critical Europeanism’ that is fundamentally dif-
ferent from the traditional ‘nationalist’ Euroscepticism on which research 
on Europeanization has focused so far. In actions, through the organi-
zation of transnational campaigns, they contribute to building organi-
zational and symbolic resources for a (more) democratic global politics. 
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Networking during protest campaigns was in fact instrumentally impor-
tant in increasing the infl uence of each organization and individual. In 
what was less a scale shift process (Tarrow 2005; Tarrow and McAdam 
2004) than a scale multiplication one, during transnational campaigns 
activists began to identify as part of a European or even a global subject. 
Action in transnational networks also enabled the construction of 
transnational identities through the recognition of similarities across 
countries.



Democratization and 
Social Movements

7

As it is usually told, the story of the Arab Spring starts when Moham-
mad Bouazizi had his goods confi scated for illegal street selling; when 
he protested he was slapped in the face by a police woman. A jobless 
college graduate and then fruit seller Bouazizi immolated himself in 
front of the local city council in Sidi Bouzzid. Even before his death, 
a few weeks later, popular protests spread, soon reaching Tunis, target-
ing the authoritarian regime led by Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, who fl ed 
to Saudi Arabia. As Teije Donker observed, however, ‘The above 
account is as simplifi ed as it is misleading (and sometimes plain wrong: 
Bouazizi was no college graduate and the police woman later denied 
ever hitting him); social mobilization had been mounting for years, the 
protests in Sidi Bouzzid were exceptional but not unheard of, and the 
self-immolation of Mohammad Bouazizi in itself not the fi nal nail in 
the coffi n of Ben Ali. Collective mobilization during the 2010–2011 
uprising built on previous ones: from numerous strikes and protests in 
the regions since 2005, and a six-month-long uprising in Gafsa in 
2008, to more recent protests in mining regions at the beginning of 
2010. Without these earlier uprisings the Tunisian revolution would 
not have emerged’ (Donker 2012, 2).

The successful example of Tunisia inspired protests for democracy 
in Egypt. Here as well, we have a conventional narrative which sets 
the beginning of the successful, peaceful revolution as the demonstra-
tion against torture and police brutality called for by the Facebook 
group ‘We are all Khaled Said’ for 25 January, the National Police 
Day. The call was immediately supported by members of various youth 
group associations, such as the 6 April movement. In Warkotsch’s 
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reconstruction, ‘On the day itself, what was expected to be a larger 
than usual demonstration, but nonetheless a singular event, for the fi rst 
time managed to gather huge masses oftentimes spontaneously from 
the neighborhoods, which they passed through. In between the 25th 
and the 28th, protests erupted in a number of Egyptian cities, which 
turned fi ercely violent in the case of Suez, where battles with the police 
ensued for days to avenge the death of protesters’ (Warkotsch 2012, 
3–4). Taken aback, the authoritarian regime tried different repressive 
tactics, including a blocking of the Internet and mobile phones. All 
attempts were unsuccessful though as, ‘on the 28th of January, in Cairo 
alone, hundreds of thousands of protesters marched on the streets, 
chanting the by now well-known slogan that united their demands, 
from the economic to the political – “the people want the overthrow 
of the regime” ’ (2012). It is on this day that Tahrir Square was occu-
pied by the protestors, and held until 11 February 2011, when Presi-
dent Mubarak stepped down. Here as well, the events mobilized 
different social and political groups that had grown in opposition to 
the dictatorship over a period of many years.

While the recent events of the Arab Spring were celebrated as the citi-
zens conquering democracy – or at least, fi ghting for it – the social 
sciences have been quite silent on these processes of democratization 
from below, as democratization studies focused on the elites, and social 
movement studies on established democracy. In this chapter, I am going 
to address this paradox, as well as refl ecting on how a social movement 
perspective can help us to understand transitions to democracy, their 
successes and their limits. I shall do this by fi rst looking at the gap in 
the social science literature on democratization, which has focused either 
on structural preconditions or on elites’ predispositions. I shall then 
look at social movement studies for inspiration on concepts and data 
on actual processes of democratization from below. The political oppor-
tunities, especially in terms of characteristics of the repressive regime, 
as well as the material and symbolic resources available for the opposi-
tion and the emergent dynamics of eventful protest, will be discussed 
as potential explanations of social movement participation in democ-
ratization processes.

Democratization studies and the (neglect of) 
social movements

While, in both normative and empirical literature, the importance of civil 
society (especially in the form of social movement organizations) in the 
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construction of democracy is more and more emphasized, democratiza-
tion literature has focused on elites. As Nancy Bermeo (1997) stated, in 
general, literature on democratization accords much less attention to 
popular organizations than to political elites. An empirical linkage 
between social movements and democratization processes has, however, 
been established. Among others, Charles Tilly has observed ‘a broad 
correspondence between democratization and social movements’ (Tilly 
2004, 131). When looking at the impact of social movements on democ-
racy, the empirical evidence is, however, mixed, as social movements 
differ in their willingness, as well as in their capacity, to support democ-
racy. Beyond a social movement’s propensity to support democracy, 
democratization processes might follow different paths, being more or 
less infl uenced by the mobilization of social movements.

Notwithstanding the practical and theoretical relevance of the topic, 
the interactions between social movements and democratization have 
rarely been addressed in a systematic and comparative way. On the 
one hand, social movements have been far from prominent in the 
literature on democratization, which has mainly focused on either socio-
economic preconditions or elite behaviour. On the other hand, social 
movement scholars, until recently, have paid little attention to democ-
ratization processes, mostly concentrating their interest on democratic 
countries (especially on Western European and North American experi-
ences), where conditions for mobilization are more favourable.

Studies on democratization have traditionally assigned a limited role 
to social movements and protest. Within modernization theory, Lipset’s 
(1959) pioneering work associated the chances for the emergence of a 
democratic regime with economic development. Although powerful in 
explaining the survival of established democracies, modernization theory 
tended to ignore the role of social actors and movements in crafting 
democracy, leaving the timing and tempo of democratization processes 
unexplained. When scholars within this approach did examine the role 
of organized and mobilized actors in society, they tended – as in Hun-
tington (1965; 1991) – to consider mobilization, in particular of the 
working class, as a risk more than an asset.

There is, however, in this approach a useful attention to social condi-
tions for democracy, and therefore the role of social classes in producing 
democratization. In particular – but not only – in traditional Marxist 
approaches, democracy has often been presented as the typical political 
form of capitalism. As Dietrich Rueschemeyer, Evelyn Huber Stephens 
and John D. Stephens (1992, 1) summarized, ‘in this view capitalism and 
democracy go hand in hand because democracy, while proclaiming the 
rule of the many, in fact protects the interests of capital owners . . . The 
unrestrained operation of the market for capital and labour constitutes 
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the material base of democracy.’ Even though capitalism might also 
prosper without democracy, ‘virtually all full-fl edged democracies are 
associated with capitalist political economics’ (1992, 2).

If the link between democracy and capitalism has often been stressed, 
different trends in the research on social structures and democratization 
offer different conclusions. Quantitative research, based on large-N com-
parison, consistently found a positive correlation between economic 
development and democracy; small-N comparisons have instead limited 
this relationship to specifi c – and even rare – historical conditions. 
Already Lipset (1959) had stated that the economically better off a 
country is, the higher are the chances that it is a democracy. Education, 
with related values of tolerance and moderation, as well as the develop-
ment of a middle class are considered as main causal mechanisms. Gener-
ous provision of social security, by satisfying the needs of the population, 
increase support for the status quo.

Comparative historical investigations point instead at the capitalist 
interest in authoritarian regimes, especially in dependent countries. 
Among others, O’Donnell (1979) stressed an ‘elective affi nity’ between 
bureaucratic authoritarianism and capitalist development. It has also 
been suggested that the development of capitalism favoured the develop-
ment of democracy only for earlier economic development (and fi rst 
democratization), while late-comers (especially at the periphery) had 
more chances of being ruled by autocrats. As mentioned (chapter 2), 
Barrington Moore (1973) infl uentially singled out different paths to 
development, with a fascist path dominated by powerful landowners and 
a bourgeoisie that needs protectionist support by the state. Additionally, 
democracies offer asymmetrical chances to articulate interests, privileg-
ing some social groups over others.

In this tradition, Barrington Moore (1973), R. Bendix (1964) and 
T. H. Marshall (1992) all recognized the impact of class struggles in early 
democratization (cf. chapter 3). While the usual focus has been on the 
middle class as promoters of democratization, more recently, Dietrich 
Rueschemeyer, Evelyn Huber Stephens and John D. Stephens (1992) 
have pointed to the role of the working class in promoting democratiza-
tion in Southern Europe, South America and the Caribbean. According 
to them (1992, 6), ‘one would have to examine the structure of class 
coalitions as well as the relative power of different classes to understand 
how the balance of class power would affect the possibilities for democ-
racy’. As classes have some specifi c tendencies in defi ning what benefi ts 
and losses democracy can bring them, the analysis should focus on the 
structure of class coalitions, under the assumption that ‘those who have 
the most to gain from democracy will be its most reliable promoters 
and defenders’ (1992, 57). While for some scholars democracy can fi t 
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various social structures, for Rueschemeyer et al. there is a mutual rein-
forcement between democracy and capitalism, given that capitalist devel-
opment ‘transforms the class structure, strengthening the working and 
the middle-class and weakening the landed upper class. It was not the 
capitalist market nor capitalists as the new dominant force, but rather 
the contradictions of capitalism that advanced the cause of democracy’ 
(1992, 7).

In contrast to Barrington Moore’s approach, they stated in fact that 
‘The working class was the most consistent democratic force’ (1992, 8). 
Noting the irony in liberal historians and orthodox Marxist ones con-
verging in defi ning the bourgeoisie as the protagonist of democracy, they 
counter that ‘it was the subordinated classes that fought for democracy’, 
so that ‘the chances of democracy, then, must be seen as fundamentally 
shaped by the balance of class power’ (1992, 46–7). The middle class 
played instead an ambivalent role, pressing for their inclusion, but only 
occasionally (when weak) allying with the working class, in order to 
extend democracy to them as well. The peasantry and rural workers 
played different roles, according to their capacity for autonomous orga-
nization and the infl uence of dominant classes upon them. In particular, 
small independent family farmers tended to be more pro-democracy than 
peasants from large landholdings (1992). The counter-hegemonic growth 
of working classes is therefore pointed out as critical for the promotion 
of democracy as ‘a dense civil society establishes a counterweight to the 
state, so favouring democracy’ (1992, 50).

In short, some of the main works in historical sociology linked democ-
ratization to class relations, stressing the importance of the working class 
as promoter of democracy. Although recognizing a path of democratiza-
tion from below, these studies still tended to explain it mainly on the 
basis of structural conditions. In fact, class accounts that acknowledge 
the role of workers tend to adopt a structural perspective, predicting 
democratization when democracy-demanding classes (especially the 
working class) are stronger than democracy-resisting ones (Foweraker 
and Landman 1997).

A structuralist bias is criticized by the so-called transitologist approach, 
that stresses agency instead, as well as a dynamic and processual vision of 
democratization, focusing on elite strategies and behaviour (O’Donnell 
and Schmitter 1986; Higley and Gunther 1992). While civil society is 
supposed to play an important role in promoting the transition process, 
these ‘resurrections of civil society’ are seen as short disruptive moments 
when movements, unions, churches and the society in general push for the 
initial liberalization of a non-democratic regime into a transition towards 
democracy. In particular, research on Latin America pointed at the need 
for revision of structuralist perspectives, indicating that ‘there may be no 
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single precondition that is suffi cient to produce such an outcome. The 
search for causes rooted in economic, social, cultural/psychological, or 
international factors has not yielded a general law of democratization, 
nor is it likely to do so in the near future despite the proliferation of new 
cases’ (Karl 1990, 5).

Literature in the transitology perspective tends indeed to downplay 
the role of structural conditions, which had received much attention in 
the past, stressing instead the role of leadership. For O’Donnell and 
Schmitter transitions from authoritarian rule are illustrations of ‘under-
determined social change, of large-scale transformations which occur 
when there are insuffi cient structural or behavioral parameters to guide 
and predict the outcome’ (1986, 363). Structural interests, therefore, 
need to receive less attention than elite dispositions, which are seen as 
determining whether democratization occurs at all.

It is in fact elites who count. As Ruth Collier noted, much of the latest 
literature on recent democratization processes ‘emphasizes elite strategic 
choices, downplaying or ignoring the role of labour in democratization’ 
(Collier 1999, 5). In this narrative, the heroism of the few drives the 
process, as it is the action of exemplary individuals that tests the capacity 
of the regime to resist (Bermeo 1990, 361). Stress is thus put on the role 
of opposition leaders, often individuals, who are considered to be espe-
cially relevant in periods of high uncertainty and indeterminacy, and 
approaches are extremely state-centric, with privileged roles accorded to 
institutional actors. The attention paid to elite behaviour is not ‘class 
analysis by another name’ as material interests are not the primary deter-
minant of their dispositions but rather their ‘concern for future reputa-
tion’ (1990, 361). Class also tends to stay out of the picture, as strategies 
are analysed in game-theoretical terms as incumbents and challengers, 
soft-liners and hard-liners.

The role of the civil society is instead considered to be marginal. 
In their seminal work, O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986, 53–4) observed 
that:

In some cases and at particular moments of the transition, many of 
these diverse layers of society may come together to form what we 
choose to call the popular upsurge. Trade unions, grass-roots move-
ments, religious groups, intellectuals, artists, clergymen, defenders of 
human rights, and professional associations all support each other’s 
efforts toward democratization and coalesce into a greater whole 
which identifi es itself as the people.

Although this is a moment of great expectations, ‘regardless of its inten-
sity and of the background from which it emerges, this popular upsurge 
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is always ephemeral’ (1986, 55–6; for a similar view, Huntington 1991, 
605). As Ulfelder (2005, 313) summarized, even though mass mobiliza-
tion is recognized as important in pushing to expand the limits of mere 
liberalization and partial democratization, it is seen as ‘an “ephemeral” 
process vulnerable to elite co-optation, manipulation, exhaustion, and 
disillusionment’.

Within transitology, more systematic attention to civil society in 
democratization processes can be found in Linz and Stepan’s (1996) 
model of extended transition, which addresses Eastern European cases. 
Contrasting it with a political society composed of elites and institution-
alized actors, they suggested that ‘A robust civil society, with the capacity 
to generate political alternatives and to monitor government and state, 
can help transitions get started, help resist reversals, help push transitions 
to their completion, help consolidate, and help deepen democracy. At all 
stages of the democratization process, therefore, a lively and independent 
civil society is invaluable’ (Linz and Stepan 1996, 9). They, however, did 
not pay much empirical attention to it. Rather, transitology tended to 
consider movements and protest actors as manipulated by elites and 
focusing on very instrumentally defi ned purposes (see Przeworski 1991, 
57; for a critique, Baker 1999). Even though the dynamic, agency-
focused approach of transitology allowed for some interest in the role 
played by movements in democratization to develop (Pagnucco 1995), 
it did not focus attention on them.

As, in this wave of refl ection, the reforma pactada / ruptura pactada 
in Spain was considered (explicitly or implicitly) to be the model for 
successful democratization, the ephemeral life of the civil society tended 
to be perceived as not only inevitable, given the re-channeling of 
participation through the political parties and the electoral system, 
but also desirable, in order to avoid frightening authoritarian soft-
liners into abandoning the negotiation process with pro-democracy 
moderates.

In traditional approaches, in order to succeed, transitions are expected 
to be smooth, and actors to moderate their aims. Samuel P. Huntington 
(1991) has been one of the strongest supporters of this moderation view. 
Moderation is seen as a positive evolution in the attitudes and goals of 
the various actors. In his ‘Guidelines for democratizers’, his recommen-
dation is to: ‘Make particular efforts to enlist business leaders, middle-
class professionals, religious fi gures, and political party leaders, most of 
whom probably supported creation of the authoritarian system. The 
more “respectable” and “responsible” the opposition appears, the easier 
it is to win more supporters’ (1991, 607). The moderates in the opposi-
tion are thus warned against the ‘masses’: ‘Be prepared to mobilize your 
supporters for demonstrations when these will weaken the partners in 
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the government. Too many marches and protests, however, are likely to 
strengthen them, weaken your negotiating partner, and arouse middle-
class concern about law and order’ (1991, 616).

Like Huntington, O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986, 27) also pointed 
at the importance of tactical moderation. They warned indeed that ‘If 
the opposition menaces the vertical command structure of the armed 
forces, the territorial integrity of the nation state, the country’s position 
in international alliances, or the property rights underlying the capitalist 
economy or if widespread violence recurs, then even bland regime actors 
will conclude that the costs of tolerance are greater than those of repres-
sion.’ Democratizing actors are therefore advised to avoid explosive 
redistributive issues, moderate their aims and queue requests, circum-
scribing the agenda. Parties – not movements – are considered to be 
pivotal in these efforts at moderation, acting as instrument of social and 
political control, as well as of effective demobilization. As Bermeo (1990, 
369) summarized, the main message of the series of studies edited by 
O’Donnell and Schmitter is that ‘political party leaders are the key 
players in the transition gamble. They set the stakes; they work out the 
compromises; they act as the forces for moderation that the successful 
transition process requires. In Venezuela, Spain, or Peru, political parties 
negotiated pacts, mediated confl icts and sedated revolts.’

This assumption is also disputed, however. In particular, Nancy 
Bermeo criticized the claim ‘that too much popular mobilization and too 
much pressure from below can spoil the chances for democracy’, suggest-
ing instead that ‘in many cases, democratization seems to have proceeded 
alongside weighty and even bloody popular challenges’ (Bermeo 1997, 
314). In particular, the Portuguese transition, which began in April 1974:

violated most of the cautionary parameters set out by the literature on 
democratization. The laboring classes were far from docile. Capitalist 
property rights were challenged successfully on a very broad scale. The 
country’s position in international alliances was the subject of strenu-
ous debate, and decolonization shattered the territorial integrity of the 
state. The vertical command structure of the armed forces was com-
pletely transformed. Nevertheless, democracy muddled through. (1997, 
307)

But the moderation argument is not even valid for the most celebrated 
cases, such as the Spanish one, where elites did form pacts, but in a situ-
ation in which radical confl icts developed. The persistence of contention 
has been seen in fact as relevant not only in producing liberalization, but 
also in steering the transition process, and infl uencing democratic 
consolidation.
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Democratization in social movement studies

The relevance of contention is stressed by social movement studies, 
which, however, fl ourished in (and on) established democracies, with 
less than rare attempts to look at social movements in phases of democ-
ratization (for a review, Rossi and della Porta 2009). Even in established 
democracies, the relations between movements and democracy have 
mainly been looked at in terms of institutional opportunities for protest, 
rather than of the attitudes towards and practices of democracy by 
activists and their organizations (della Porta 2009a, 2009b; della Porta 
and Rucht forthcoming).

If a systematic analysis of processes of transition from below is lacking 
in both disciplines, there has, however, been some recent convergence of 
attention on the questions of social movements and democratization. The 
emergence of the global justice movement pushed some social movement 
scholars to pay more attention to issues of democracy, as well as to social 
movements in the global South. Some pioneering research aimed at 
applying social movement studies to authoritarian regimes, from the 
Middle East (Wiktorowicz 2004; Hafez 2003; Gunning 2007) to Asia 
(Boudreau 2004) and the former Soviet Union (Beissinger 2002). More 
generally, recognizing the structuralist bias of the political process 
approach, a more dynamic vision of protest has been promoted, with 
attention paid to the social mechanisms that intervene between macro-
causes and macro-effects (McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 2001). Recently, 
some scholars within this approach proposed the reformulation of the 
transitology perspective, taking into account the role played by conten-
tious politics (2001; Schock 2005; Tilly 2004). Similarly to the transitol-
ogy approach, they have stressed agency as well as the importance of 
looking at democratization as a dynamic process.

There are, additionally, several case studies on democratization pro-
cesses and social movements, as well as protest. As Ulfelder (2005, 313) 
synthesized, ‘Various subsequent studies of democratic transitions have 
afforded collective actors a more prominent role, allowing for the pos-
sibility that mass mobilization has a substantial impact on the transition 
process and is sometimes the catalyst that sets a transition in motion.’ 
Understanding participation of social movements in the democratization 
process requires exploring different meanings of the term ‘from below’. 
Following Ruth Collier (1999), one might refer to the power of certain 
actors, distinguishing insiders and outsiders; one can refer to the social 
background of those actors, distinguishing e.g., between upper and lower 
classes; and one can refer to the arenas where the confl icts take place, 
distinguishing institutional versus protest ones. Additionally, we can 
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easily assume that the balance of both participation by outsiders and 
contention varies in empirical cases.

Case studies have indicated that democratization is often linked to 
contentious dynamics, such as pro-democratic cycles of protest, and 
waves of strikes (cf. Foweraker and Landman 1997; Collier 1999; 
McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly. 2001). They can affect different steps of the 
democratization process.

Protests (especially, strikes) often constitute precipitating events that 
start liberalization, spreading the perception among the authoritarian 
elites that there is no choice other than opening the regime if they want 
to avoid an imminent or potential civil war or violent takeover of power 
by democratic and/or revolutionary actors (e.g. Bermeo 1997; Wood 
2000). During liberalization, civil society organizations publicly (re)
emerge in a much more visible fashion (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986): 
trade unions, left-wing parties and urban movements, mainly in shanty-
towns and industrial districts, have often pushed for democracy (Slater 
1985; Collier 1999; Silver 2003; Schneider 1992, 1995; Hipsher 1998a), 
sometimes in alliance with transnational actors (e.g. in Latin America, 
as well as in Eastern Europe; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Glenn 2003).

During the transition to democracy, old (labour, ethnic) movements 
and new (women’s, urban) movements have often participated in large 
coalitions asking for democratic rights as well as social justice (Jelin 
1987; Tarrow 1995; della Porta, Valiente and Kousis forthcoming). The 
importance of protest in transition processes has been observed in Africa 
(Bratton and Van de Walle 1997), Latin America and Southern Europe 
(Collier and Mahoney 1997). The mobilization of a pro-democracy 
coalition of trade unions, political parties, churches and social move-
ments has often been pivotal in supporting the movement towards 
democracy in the face of contending counter-movements pushing for the 
restoration of authoritarian/totalitarian regimes. The bargaining dynamic 
among elites interacts then with the increased intensity of protest (Casper 
and Taylor 1996, 9–10; Glenn 2003, 104).

Social movements are also active during consolidation, a step that is 
generally considered to start with the fi rst free and open elections, the 
end of the uncertainty period and/or the implementation of a minimum 
quality of substantive democracy (Linz and Stepan 1996; O’Donnell 
1993, 1994; Rossi and della Porta 2009 for a review). In some cases, 
this is accompanied by a demobilization of civil society organizations as 
energies are channelled into party politics; in others, however, demobi-
lization does not occur (e.g., on Argentina, Bolivia and the Andean 
region, Canel 1992; Schneider 1992; Hipsher 1998a). In fact, social 
movement organizations mobilized during liberalization and transition 
rarely totally disband; on the contrary, democratization often facilitates 
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the development of social movement organizations (for example the 
women’s movement in Southern Europe: della Porta, Valiente and Kousis 
forthcoming). The presence of a tradition of mobilization, as well as 
movements that are supported by political parties, unions and religious 
institutions can facilitate the maintenance of a high level of protest, as 
in the Communist party’s promotion of shantytown dwellers’ protests in 
Chile (Hipsher 1998b; Schneider 1992, 1995); the Partido dos Trabal-
hadores (PT) and part of the Roman Catholic Church with the rural 
movements and unions in Brazil (Branford and Rocha 2002; Burdick 
2004); or the environmental movements in Eastern Europe (Flam 2001). 
In this stage, movements might claim the rights of those who are excluded 
by ‘low intensity democracies’ and ask for a more inclusive democracy 
(i.e. for peasants, employment, indigenous people’s and women’s rights) 
and the end of authoritarian legacies (Eckstein 2001; della Porta, Valiente 
and Kousis forthcoming). Furthermore, movements’ networks play an 
important role in mobilizing against persistent exclusionary patterns 
(Yashar 2005). Keeping elites under continuous popular pressure after 
transition can facilitate a successful consolidation (Karatnycky and Ack-
erman 2005). What is more, movements’ alternative practices and values 
help to sustain and expand democracy (Santos 2005).

The exogenous dimension: Attribution of 
political opportunities

If we want to understand when social movements have good chances to 
become important actors in democratization processes, we might fi rst of 
all look at political opportunities, especially as they are perceived by the 
different actors. As mentioned, structuralist approaches have investi-
gated external conditions that might explain paths of democratization. 
Democratization studies have looked at economic development and class 
structure, while social movement studies have focused attention on polit-
ical dimensions, defi ned with reference to stable characteristics, such as 
the functional and territorial distribution of power, political culture and 
the cleavage structure, as well as more dynamic ones such as the positions 
of potential allies and opponents. The basic assumption in this approach 
is that the more opportunities a political system offers for social move-
ments, the more moderate, single-issue and open-structured they will 
be. Previous research on democracies has indicated that political oppor-
tunities infl uence mobilization levels (Kriesi 1991; Tarrow 1989; Kriesi 
et al. 1995), strategies (Eisinger 1973; Kitschelt 1986), ideologies/framing 
and behaviour (della Porta and Rucht 1995; Kriesi et al. 1995) and 
organizational structures (Kriesi 1996).
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Among the political opportunities that affect protest are the char-
acteristics of the authoritarian regime the movements address. In 
general, ‘The authority patterns, elite bargains, and corporate interests 
on which different types of autocracy are based make those regimes 
differently vulnerable to different kinds of public challenge’ (Ulfelder 
2005: 326–327).

Linz and Stepan (1996) suggested that the type of non-democratic 
regime infl uences the potential for the democratization path. In totalitar-
ian regimes, which are the most repressive, the development of autono-
mous organizations and networks that could then be the promoters of 
democracy is particularly diffi cult. Sultanistic (or personalistic) regimes, 
due to the high personalization of power, include the manipulative use 
of mobilization for ceremonial purposes and through para-state groups, 
discouraging and repressing, however, any kind of autonomous organiza-
tion that could sustain resistance networks. Authoritarian regimes, 
thanks to their higher degrees of pluralism, do instead generally experi-
ence the most massive mobilizations, and the best-organized under-
ground resistance based on networks that either pre-dated the regime or 
were formed later.

Developing a similar typology of authoritarian regimes, Barbara 
Geddes (1999) has looked at strategies of cooperation and confl ict among 
elites in military, single-party and personalistic autocracies, linking their 
characteristics to the dynamics of their breakdown. As she suggested 
(1999, 1):

Different forms of authoritarianism break down in characteristically 
different ways. They draw on different groups to staff government 
offi ces and different segments of society for support. They have differ-
ent procedures for making decisions, different characteristic forms of 
intra-elite factionalism and competition, different ways of choosing 
leaders and handling succession, and different ways of responding to 
society and opposition . . . These differences . . . cause authoritarian 
regimes to break down in systematically different ways, and they also 
affect post-transition outcomes. (Geddes, 1999, 6)

In general, personalistic regimes are not very vulnerable to internal splits, 
but are instead to the death of the leader and/or economic crisis; single-
party regimes show high degrees of resilience, thanks to diffuse incentives 
for party cadres to cooperate; military regimes are the most fragile, given 
different visions of the proper role of the army.

Ulfelder’s research, based on event history analysis of riots, general 
strikes and anti-government demonstrations, shows that contention 
has no relevant effects on personalistic regimes, while single-party and 
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military regimes are more likely to break down following non-violent 
anti-government protests, and military regimes are less likely to break 
down in the case of violent protest. He notes that, ‘These distinct patterns 
highlight key differences in the underpinnings of different kinds of autoc-
racy, and thus their vulnerabilities to contentious collective action. The 
durability of personalistic regimes depends largely on bargains among 
cliques with no claim to grass roots, so ruling elites are freer to ignore 
popular challenges or to suppress them vigorously when they occur’ 
(2005, 314).

The idea that personal regimes are more resilient to protest has, 
however, been contested, even before the Arab Spring. Michael Bratton 
and Nicolas van de Walle (1994) have concluded from comparative 
research on Sub-Saharan Africa that, as neopatrimonial elites fragment 
over access to material resources and pacts among the elites are unlikely, 
transitions are mainly driven from below. As they summarized,

the practices of neopatrimonialism cause chronic fi scal crisis and make 
economic growth highly problematic. In addition, neopatrimonial 
leaders construct particularistic networks of personal loyalty that grant 
undue favor to selected kinship, ethnic, or regional groupings. Taken 
together, shrinking economic opportunities and exclusionary patterns 
of reward are a recipe for social unrest. Mass popular protest is likely 
to break out, usually over the issue of declining living standards, and 
to escalate to calls for the removal of incumbent leaders. … Endemic 
fi scal crisis also undercuts the capacity of rulers to manage the process 
of political change. When public resources dwindle to the point where 
the incumbent government can no longer pay civil servants, the latter 
join the antiregime protesters in the streets. Shorn of the ability to 
maintain political stability through the distribution of material rewards, 
neopatrimonial leaders resort erratically to coercion which, in turn, 
further undermines the regime’s legitimacy. The showdown occurs 
when the government is unable to pay the military. (1994, 460)

Beyond regime types, the strength of the state – its resources but also 
its cohesiveness – might play a relevant role in shaping democratization 
from below. Social movement studies have long implicitly assumed that 
there is no opportunity for mobilization in authoritarian regimes. Deci-
sions by the state to repress are complex, as the state is diversifi ed and 
different groups have different visions and interests. In all of them, dicta-
tors have to guess how much repression will suffi ce to control dissent 
without producing backlash effects. But ‘calculations will change as the 
events progress and context changes’, with, e.g., increasing international 
pressure, opposition, elite defection or economic crises (1994, 128–9).
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The very strength of the state might be path-dependent on how it 
was formed. Social movements have been considered as conditioned by 
the type of regime they challenge, but one has to consider also the oppo-
site relation in addressing the question of how regimes change. Analysing 
‘Why [some regimes] are more prone to act collectively in some political 
systems?’, Dan Slater (2010, 4–5) suggested that it depends upon ‘histori-
cally divergent patterns of contentious politics’. In fact, the risk of the 
challenge, as perceived by the elites, defi nes the ‘ordering power’ as the 
command of a steady fl ow of resources towards the Leviathan, so that 
it can apply coercion in a suffi cient and targeted manner. It is not only 
the amount, but also the type, of contention that explains the specifi c 
forms authoritarian regimes took. The central idea is in fact that

How well authoritarian leaders fare at capturing the strategic resources 
that elite groups possess depends on the types of contentious politics 
that presage the birth of the authoritarian Leviathan. Where such 
confl icts are widely perceived as endemic and unmanageable . . . author-
itarian regimes enjoy an excellent opportunity to craft a protection 
pact: a pro-authoritarian coalition linking upper groups on the basis 
of shared perceptions of threat. (2010, 15)

Beyond the type of regime and its strength, the style of repression is 
a particularly relevant dimension. In his in-depth comparison of Burma, 
Indonesia and the Philippines, Vincent Boudreau noticed that both 
repression – as ‘coercive acts of threats that weaken resistance to author-
ity will’ (2004, 3) – and collective memory of repression emerge as rel-
evant in explaining how changing collective actors are able to bring 
down an authoritarian regime. Some modes of repression marginalize all 
activists, pushing them to build coalitions, while others distinguish 
between forms and actors; some eliminate activists, others let them 
survive. In all three countries he studied, democratic movements devel-
oped, led by charismatic women, fl ourishing in periods of economic 
crises, opposing a regime more and more isolated. Their forms and 
dynamics change, however, as they are infl uenced by a long history of 
contention, and its repression. In general, the stronger the repression, the 
more diffi cult it was to sustain movements for democracy.

The specifi c national histories (including colonial domination and 
anti-colonial struggles) played a role in the forms that mobilization for 
democracy assumed, as well as in its outcomes. State repression in fact 
affected protest:

State repression killed, bruised, imprisoned and terrifi ed citizens, but 
seldom indiscriminately. Most focused on specifi c targets, and so 
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shaped the material and organizational resources that survived, pro-
moting political forms that escaped the state’s most direct proscription. 
Often, forms that authorities judge least threatening survived – as with 
student protests in the 1970s in Indonesia. Elsewhere, forms survived 
because the authorities had had neither the capacity nor the will to 
defeat them – as with insurgencies in both the Philippines and Burma. 
Activist forms and organizations, however, do not exist independently 
of activists. Repression shapes the duration, direction and intensity of 
activist careers in ways that profoundly infl uence political contention. 
Where activist forms and organizations survive state attack, genera-
tions of experienced dissidents bring their accumulated wisdom and 
leadership to the struggle, and provide a thicker and more complex 
network of support for new protest. Elsewhere, authorities may elimi-
nate entire activist generations and deprive new claim makers of expe-
rienced leaders. (2004, 10–11)

The specifi cities of the regime go beyond repressive tradition, however. 
In particular, the complex political culture and societal networks of the 
‘real existing socialism’ have been analysed in order to explain the spe-
cifi c dynamics of contention during democratization. As Valery Bunce 
observed, some characteristics of Eastern European socialism infl uenced 
regime development. The very fi rst one was the ideological mission of 
the ruling elite: ‘Unlike most dictatorships, which tend to be concerned 
with stability, if not a version of cultural class nostalgia, and which 
operate within a capitalist economic framework, socialist regimes were 
future-oriented, avowedly anticapitalist and premised on a commitment 
to rapid transformation of the economy, the society, and, following that, 
in theory at least, the polity as well’ (1999, 21). These ideological con-
cerns brought to the extreme the late-developer model, and import 
substitution towards autarkic economies depressed agriculture and con-
sumption, while increasing savings. In parallel, growth became a fetish, 
and production was concentrated on the markers of modernization. 
Linked to this was the construction ‘of a conjoined economic and politi-
cal monopoly that rested in the hands of the Communist Party’ (1999, 
22). Party and the state were also fused, as the state relied on the party 
for its personnel as well as for its resources. The result was an extraor-
dinary penetration of the state by the party, and a very powerful elite.

This strength was temporary, however, as those characteristics fuelled 
a vicious circle: ‘Over time and certainly by accident, the institutional 
framework of socialism functioned to deregulate the party’s monopoly 
and to undermine economic growth. This set the stage for crisis and 
reform – and, ultimately, for the collapse of all of these regimes’ (1999, 
26). This happened especially through inter-elite confl icts along vertical 
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and horizontal lines, which peaked in periods of succession. These were 
intensifi ed by a stress on planned and rapid transformations, with high 
rates of turnover in elites, but also the need to mobilize resources at the 
base. In their turn, confl icts among elites strengthened the role of the 
society, with ‘a robust correlation between instances of intraparty con-
fl icts and outburst of public protest’ (1999, 27), which happened in the 
German Democratic Republic (GDR) in 1953, in Hungary in 1956, in 
Poland in 1956, 1968, 1970–1 and 1980–1.

The fusion of state and party also tended to create a broad potential 
base for the opposition, through the creation of a large and homogeneous 
group of discontent, as ‘The party’s economic, political, and social 
monopoly, its commitment to rapid socioeconomic development, limited 
wage inequalities, and stable prices for consumer items, its preference 
for large enterprises and large collective forms, and its creation of con-
sumer-defi cit societies all worked together to give publics in the European 
socialist systems a remarkably uniform set of experiences’ (1999, 28). 
Faced with a potentially unifi ed challenger, the all-powerful party func-
tioned, in its turn, as a unifi ed target, as fusion of functions also meant 
convergence of claims. In fact,

the party did not just orchestrate elite recruitment, attendance at 
rallies, and the content of the mass media. It also functioned in the 
economy as the only employer, the only defender of workers’ rights 
(through party-controlled unions), the only setter of production norms, 
and the only allocator of vacation time (while being the builder and 
maintainer of vacation retreats). At the same time, the party allocated 
all goods and set all prices. Finally, it was the party (sometimes through 
enterprises) that was the sole distributor of health care, transportation, 
and opportunities for the leisure-time activities. (1999, 28)

A bias towards systemic uniformity also contributed to this convergence 
as shared experiences produced uniform interests and a shared defi nition 
of the target.

Given all these contextual differences, different transition paths can 
also offer different opportunities to social movements. Linz and Stepan 
(1996, ch. 2) singled out the specifi c challenges of multiple simultaneous 
transitions, where regime changes are accompanied by changes in the 
economic system and/or in the nation state arrangement. It is important 
not only whether the previous regime was authoritarian or totalitarian, 
but also whether it was a capitalist or a communist one (Stark and Bruszt 
1998). Especially when there is a triple transition, the problem of nation-
state building is refl ected in the emergence of nationalist movements 
mobilizing in the name of contending visions of what the demos 
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of the future democracy should be (Beissinger 2002). The moderation 
versus radicalization of claims for autonomy/independence has been tra-
ditionally mentioned as favouring versus jeopardizing, respectively, the 
transition to democracy (among others, Oberschall 2000; Glenn 2003).

Finally, the international system has long been the missing variable 
in democratization studies. In fact O’Donnell and Schmitter’s fi rmest 
conclusion was that democratization was largely to be explained in 
terms of national actors and their calculations. The international dimen-
sion of democratization processes has been considered as having little 
infl uence. In the 1990s, however, attention developed on the role of 
international variables, including the potential support or lack thereof 
by international institutions and superpowers. Recent research addresses 
instead some major transnational infl uences linked to the evolving inter-
state rules that defi ne the global normative context for action by states 
and parties engaged in violent confl ict, as well as the development of 
transnational epistemic communities linking states and civil society 
organizations against human rights violations (Keck and Sikkink 1998; 
Chiodi 2007). The Helsinki Treaty as well as Gorbachev’s liberalization 
politics in the Soviet Union have been quoted as most infl uential for 
the 1989 transitions in all of Central Eastern Europe.

The endogenous dimension: mobilization of resources

Some (even if very limited) free space, outside of state control, tends to 
survive as ‘locales that lie outside the scrutiny of the regime and its 
agents’ (Johnston 2011, 113). Usually secretive, these spaces grant, 
however, some freedom to express one’s own opinion. They are ‘small 
islands of free thoughts and speech’ (2011, 103) which include – as in the 
case of Yemen (Carapico 1998) – social gatherings, neighbourhood asso-
ciations, unions and study groups. Some groups, such as recreational, 
intellectual or religious organizations, assume a duplicitous character, 
allowing for the development of sites of opposition. They are politicized 
under brutal violations of human rights and religious freedom. In par-
ticular, intellectual dissidents are supported by reputation and interna-
tional ties and act through open letters, petitions, dissemination of 
information. Campaigns of protest on peace, or women’s, labour, nation-
ality or neighbourhood issues are sometimes not repressed ‘for ideologi-
cal reasons, for reasons of international politics or to provide a safety 
valve to reduce more direct antiregime protest’ (Johnston 2011, 124). 
Early-riser groups might also have the function of building oppositional 
networks. Developmental studies often make reference to a variety of 
grass-roots NGOs as alternative developmental agencies, that work as 
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something between modern associations and more traditional groups – 
and often interact with the state (reciprocal infl uence).

Their activity takes different forms. One of them has been defi ned by 
Johnston as the oppositional speech situation: ‘Oppositional talk in 
repressive society is marked by double entendre, symbolism, monitoring 
of participants, specifi c rules of speech, that is, what it is appropriate to 
say, how to say it, and to whom. A common element is underground 
humor’ (2011, 115). In particular, jokes work as escape valves for anxiety 
(2011, 116). Protests are often hit-and-run: graffi ti, clandestine place-
ment of fl ags or crosses in symbolic places (2011, 121), event seizure of 
offi cial events (e.g. singing of prohibited songs at concerts or sporting 
events, or diversion of funerals) but also strikes. Various electoral rep-
ertoires have been singled out in the so-called ‘Orange revolutions’, 
especially in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.

Underground networks of resistance often undermine the legitimacy 
of, and the (national and international) support for, authoritarian regimes 
(on the Latin American cases, see Jelin 1987; Corradi, Weiss Fagen and 
Garretón 1992; Escobar and Álvarez 1992). Human rights movements, 
trade unions and churches promote the delegitimation of the authoritar-
ian regime in international forums such as the United Nations, and in 
clandestine or open resistance to the authoritarian regime at the national 
level. The resilience of resistance networks under the impact of repression 
often leads to splits in the ruling authoritarian elites (Schock 2005). 
Among the social movement organizations that have played a pro-dem-
ocratic role are church-related actors (see Lowden 1996 on Chile; Burdick 
1992; Levine and Mainwaring 2001 on Brazil; della Porta and Mattina 
1986 on Spain; Glenn 2003; Osa 2003 on Poland); human rights net-
works, sometimes in transnational alliances (Brysk 1993; Brito 1997; 
Sikkink 1996; Keck and Sikkink 1998, ch. 3); cultural groups (Glenn 
2003 on Czechoslovakia); as well as, very often, the labour movement, 
sometimes in alliance with ‘new social movements’. Social networks of 
various types have emerged as fundamental, especially for some paths of 
mobilization under authoritarian regimes (Osa and Cordunenanu-Huci 
2003).

Following social movement studies, we can assume that three sets of 
characteristics in these networks can affect their role in democratization 
processes: their frames on democratic issues, organizational structures 
and action repertoires (on these concepts, see della Porta and Diani 
2006).

Some social groups are particularly likely to build mobilizing struc-
tures against the authoritarian regimes. In his comparison of Iran, Nica-
ragua and the Philippines, all similarly having high rates of development 
and an authoritarian regime supported by the US, Parsa (2000) focused 



142 CAN DEMOCRACY BE SAVED?

in particular on the role of students’, clerics’ and workers’ organizations. 
Students are main actors in most political transformations. As Parsa 
(2000, 94) summarized:

Students in developing countries have been at the forefront of revolu-
tionary struggles and have revealed an intense interest in fundamen-
tally transforming the social structures … They have enjoyed immense 
prestige and have often played a very signifi cant role in the revolution-
ary process. Highly concentrated in colleges and universities, students 
possess extensive communication networks, which facilitates their col-
lective action. Students in higher education often benefi t from the 
university’s relative autonomy – where it exists – and academic freedom, 
which provide them, at least theoretically, with immunity and insula-
tion from state repression. (2000, 94)

Especially when university education expands, students are often the fi rst 
social group to engage in collective action, and those who do it more 
often.

The clergy has often been considered conservative, but also sometimes 
becomes politicized and struggles for change, catalysed by the end of the 
alliance between the church and the state. In fact, ‘The clergy’s relative 
immunity and control of a social space safe from government interfer-
ence enable them to play an important part in political mobilization’ 
(Parsa 2000, 131). Clerics were involved in all three cases Parsa studied, 
but mainly moderates, even in Iran where only a minority supported 
Khomeini. The role of the low clergy in support of workers’ and nation-
alist protest and in criticism of the Catholic hierarchy’s support for the 
dictator has often been mentioned in the Spanish case, while the role of 
Evangelical circles from below emerged in the GDR. Religious groups 
played an important part in denouncing human rights abuses and social 
inequality in cases as different as the Philippines and Chile.

But it is especially workers’ organizations that have played a most 
important role in democratic transitions. Workers’ organizations were 
fundamental in several episodes of mobilization for democracy. A clear 
case in which the workers had a strong mobilization capacity and impact 
was Spain where, as Maravall (1982) noted:

popular pressure from below, especially that coming from the workers’ 
movement, played a crucial part in the transition. It was a causal factor 
in the Francoist crisis, in the non-viability of any mere ‘liberalization’ 
policy, in the willingness on the part of the ‘democratic right’ to negoti-
ate the transition and carry through reform up to the point of breaking 
with Francoism, and in the initiative displayed by the Left up to the 
1977 elections.
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The importance of the mobilization of labour in Latin America has been 
particularly stressed by Collier and Mahoney (1997), who concluded 
their comparative analysis:

In initial stages of democratization, labor mobilization in the pattern 
of destabilization/extrication contributed to divisions among authori-
tarian incumbents, who previously had no transitional project. During 
relatively early stages in the transitions game labor protest for democ-
racy helped to derail the legitimation projects of incumbents. In later 
stages of the transition labor mobilization had two effects. First, 
depending on the pattern, protest provoked or quickened the transition 
and kept it on track. These effects were the consequence of pressure 
exerted to the very end. Our case evidence thus calls into question the 
perspective that labor restraint during the fi nal transition phase con-
tributes to democracy by convincing elites that democracy can lead to 
social and political order, thereby facilitating elite negotiations. . . . 
Second, mobilization and protest won labor-based parties a place 
among the negotiators and also in the successor regimes. (1997, 
299–300)

High levels of labour mobilization in Peru, Brazil, Uruguay and Argen-
tina not only contributed to the breakdown of the regimes but also won 
the representation of the workers a place in the elites’ negotiations 
towards the establishment of a new regime. In sum, ‘The collective action 
of labor movements thus played a key democratic role not only in pro-
pelling a transition, but also in expanding political space and the scope 
of contestation in the new democratic regime’ (1997, 300).

Framing democratization from below

Beside organizational resources, action frames, that is the schemata of 
interpretation that enable individuals to locate, perceive, identify and 
label occurrences within their life space as well as the world at large 
(Snow et al. 1986, 464), count. As mentioned, social movement framings 
about democracy vary. Past research indicated that the labour movement 
was often divided in its positions on representative democracy. Even if 
it tended to support the various stages of (initial) democratization, cross-
national differences were relevant (Marks, Mbaye and Kim 2009). 
Beyond support for democracy in general, specifi c conceptions of democ-
racy are relevant, as these interact with other organizational character-
istics that also affect the role of civil society in democratization 
processes.
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First and foremost, social movements developed grass-roots’ concep-
tions of mobilization. In Brazil, the urban popular movements, that 
developed with the liberalization of the 1970s, played an important 
role. Even if they were fragmented along class lines (middle class 
versus popular classes), related with social and political identity rather 
than individual material interests, and were at risk of being co-opted 
into clientelistic networks, they were particularly infl uential in intro-
ducing a participatory ethos rather than as an enlightened vanguard. 
As Mainwaring (1987, 149) noted, ‘The movement has helped redefi ne 
the parameters of political discourse in subtle but signifi cant ways. 
Perhaps most important has been the change in discourse, away from 
the technocratic elitist discourse that permeated all sides of the politi-
cal spectrum in the late 1960s and fi rst half of the 1970s, to a new 
discourse that emphasized popular participation.’ Showing a similar 
emphasis, in Poland, the KORs renamed themselves the Committee 
for Social Self-organization (from Workers’ Defence Committees) (Ash 
2011).

The relevance of participatory and even deliberative models of democ-
racy in the opposition is particularly visible in Eastern Europe, where it 
was embodied in a conception of civil society. There informal ‘micro-
groups’ allowed for the spread of a ‘horizontal and oblique voice’, with 
‘the development of semantically coded critical communication’. As Di 
Palma observed:

Voices are horizontal because they offer an alternative to ‘vertical 
voice,’ that is, to the communication of petition and command that 
dictatorships prefer. They are oblique because they are coded. Coding, 
though, is more than just a way of hiding from the authorities. Particu-
larly in Eastern Europe, the aspiration to reject the system’s opacity, 
to be public and transparent, was powerful. Coding created an emo-
tional and cognitive bond among opponents of the regime, who came 
to recognize that they were not alone. (1991, 71)

An embodiment of this conception was the samizdat, that is, clandes-
tine publications. Di Palma stresses three of their features, linking them 
to a specifi c conception of civil society:

First, the publications – typically, personal political and parapolitical 
testimonials – were authored, reproduced, and circulated through self-
generated, improvised networks, in which the authors and the dis-
seminators at each step were often single individuals. Second, this 
meant that in certain cases, though the publications were illegal and 
alternative, they were not strictly clandestine. Full clandestinity would 
have defeated the testimonial function. Third, the individual nature of 
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samizdat also meant that organizational infrastructures to sustain 
publication were, strictly speaking, not necessary. (1991)

So, dissent ‘kept intellectual mobilization alive, chose transparency 
over conspiracy, laid bare the deadening effects of communist normal-
ization, and made the recovery of truth its banner’. This explains why 
the organized opposition chose the form of civic forums, which were 
conceived as broad in scope and ambition, as ‘They aimed at defi ning 
postcommunism by an alternative (though nonetheless traditional) set 
of shared civic values and at consolidating a public sphere, a critical 
public opinion (that is, a civil society), as the core of a transparent 
democratic order’ (1999). As Ulrich Preuss noted, the 1989 movements 
did not try to impose a common will of the people, but rather promoted 
a principle of self-government, based upon ‘the idea of an autonomous 
civil society and its ability to work on itself by means of logical rea-
soning processes and the creation of appropriate institutions’ (1995, 
97). In this sense, the democratic opposition expressed a criticism of 
liberal democracy, stressing instead participatory and deliberative demo-
cratic qualities (Olivo 2001, 2–3). In fact, while not aiming at conquer-
ing state power, the democratic opposition aimed at building autonomous 
spaces in which to develop what they defi ned as ‘a culture of dialogue’, 
‘a culture of plurality and the free public domain’ (cited in 2001, 14). 
In these free spaces (or ‘parallel polis’, in Havel’s words), as dissident 
Ulrike Poppe put it, ‘members learned to speak authentically and to 
relate to each other . . . to engage in social matters and to put up resis-
tance’ (in 2001). So, here, the groups that formed the citizen’s move-
ment in the GDR were characterized by ‘openness and publicity . . . 
grassroots democracy, rejection of patriarchal, hierarchical, and authori-
tarian structures, non-violence, spirituality, unity of private and public 
consciousness’ (2001, 88). The citizens’ movement (calling for ‘democ-
racy now’) aimed at constituting public forums for deliberation, open 
to all citizens, self-organizing, with a commitment to participatory 
democracy (2001, 92). Local round tables and citizens’ committees 
refl ected this conception.

If this framing helped mobilization against the regime, it also appeared, 
however, problematic to sustain mobilization after transition to democ-
racy. As Dryzek (2010, 141) noted:

breakdown of democratic regime is more likely to yield a democratic 
replacement when there is a deliberative capacity present under the old 
regime . . . If opponents of the old regime come from a deliberative 
public space as opposed to (for example) a militarized resistance move-
ment or a network of exiles involved in strategic machinations, then 
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they can bring to the crisis some clear democratic commitment that 
stems from abiding by deliberative precepts.

Nevertheless, for activists accustomed to deliberative and participatory 
conceptions and practices of democracy, the liberal ones that tend to 
prevail at institutional level tend to be disappointing.

Conceptions of democracy have also been linked to repertoires of 
action. An emphasis on protest brings about a ‘logic of membership’ that 
favours participatory democratic models (della Porta 1995). More par-
ticipatory and deliberative values tend to foster opposition, increasing 
participation and providing arenas for plural, inclusive coalitions during 
phases of liberalization and transition, as well as allowing for more civil 
society mobilization in the successive periods. However, as Baker rightly 
noted, the radical view of the civil society that had developed in the 
opposition in Eastern Europe (as in Latin America) was ‘tamed’ after the 
transition, when a liberal conception of democracy prevailed. As he sum-
marized, ‘For the opposition theorists of the 1970s and 1980s, civil 
society was an explicitly normative concept which held up the ideal of 
societal space, autonomous from the state, wherein self-management and 
democracy could be worked out. That is, the idea of civil society was 
political and prescriptive’ (Baker 1999, 2). Civil society theorists, such 
as Michnik and Kuron in Poland, Havel and Benda in Czechoslovakia, 
and Konrad, Kis and Bence in Hungary:

also saw civil society originally in the more positive, or socialist, terms 
of community and solidarity. Indeed, for many such theorists civil 
society indicated a movement towards post-statism; for control of 
power, while not unimportant, would be insuffi cient for the fundamen-
tal redistribution, or even negation, of power itself. If this was to be 
achieved, self-management in civil society was necessary. (ibid.)

These theorists considered self-organized structures from below to be 
fundamental loci for and of democracy:

workplace and local community self-government, based on personal 
contact, exercised daily, and always subject to correction, have greater 
attraction in our part of the world than multi party representative 
democracy because, if they have their choice, people are not content 
with voting once every four years . . . When there is parliamentary 
democracy but no self-administration, the political class alone occupies 
the stage. (Konrad, in Baker 1999, 4–5)

This happened, indeed, during the consolidation of a model of democ-
racy which was based on a liberal conception, which was focused on 
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elected elites and excluded civil society from the true construction of 
politics and democracy, which had, rather, to be mediated through politi-
cal parties. Procedural, liberal democracy obscured the substantive claims 
of the radical conception of civil society, contributing to reducing the 
participation of the citizens.

The power of action

If political opportunities tend to infl uence the forms protest takes during 
transition (with bloody repression fostering radicalization), and mobiliz-
able resources infl uence the degree of participation of civil society in 
transition processes, one should not forget that protests themselves 
produce opportunity and resources. As Beissinger rightly observed, 
protest events tend to cluster in time: ‘They are also linked sequentially 
to one another across time and space in numerous ways: in the narrative 
of the struggles that accompany them, in the altered expectations that 
they generate about subsequent possibilities to contest, in the changes 
that they evoke in the behavior of those forces that uphold a given order, 
and in the transformed landscape of meaning that events at times fashion’ 
(2007, 16–17). This happens cross-space, so that what is initially con-
strained by structures becomes potentially a causal variable in a further 
chain of events. As tides have a catalytic effect of one movement upon 
the other, the tide of nationalism emerged from broader mobilizational 
cycles.

Democratization in fact involved waves of protest that also spread 
cross-nationally. There is indeed, between proximate units, what Beiss-
inger (2002) defi ned as a tipping model, with a rapid spread through 
active promotion as well as contagion, based upon the power of 
conformity. For those who were successful, the attempt to reproduce 
themselves was also a way to consolidate support as well as of 
expressing their ideological belief in the rightness of their own behav-
iour. But there was a mutual empowerment too, again shaped by 
some structural preconditions, such as some economic growth, a middle 
class, education, political rights and a robust political culture of oppo-
sition (see Foran 2005 on revolutions). So, ‘Essentially, as a modular 
phenomenon proceeds, increasing numbers of groups with less 
conducive structural preconditions are drawn into action as a result 
of the infl uence of the previous successful examples’ (Beissinger 
2002, 266).

During the 1989 wave, cross-nationally, the examples of the earlier 
risers reduced the costs for the later comers. As Kuran (1991, 39) 
observed:
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The success of antigovernment demonstrations in one country inspired 
demonstrations elsewhere. In early November, Sofi a was shaken by its 
fi rst demonstration in four decades as several thousand Bulgarians 
marched on the National Assembly. Within a week, on the very day 
throngs broke through the Berlin Wall, Todor Zhivkov’s thirty-fi ve-
year leadership came to an end, and his successor began talking of 
radical reforms.

So, ‘In the days following the fall of Czechoslovakia’s communist regime, 
a banner in Prague read: “Poland – 10 years, Hungary – 10 months, East 
Germany – 10 weeks, Czechoslovakia – 10 days”.’ The implied accelera-
tion refl ects the fact that each successful challenge to communism lowered 
the perceived risk of dissent in the countries still under communist rule. 
In terms of our model, as revolutionary thresholds in neighbouring 
countries fell, the revolution became increasingly contagious. Had this 
banner been prepared a few weeks later, it might have added ‘Romania 
– 10 hours’ (1991, 42).

Changes in action affect the elites’ calculus as well. Even in the most 
authoritarian regimes, the exclusivist ideology of the regime creates 
resentment that can be mobilized by the opposition. As Wood (2000, 11) 
stated:

In oligarchic societies, the exclusivist ideology of economic and regime 
elites (whether racially coded or not) toward subordinates (indeed, its 
explicit disdain for members of subordinate groups), together with the 
experience of repression, fuels deep resentments that can be mobilized 
by an insurgent group, providing a collective identity based on their 
claim to common citizenship that lessens the costs of collective action 
and contributes to the emergence of its leadership as an insurgent 
counter-elite.

Even if the elites are recalcitrant, insurgency can, however, change their 
strategic calculations as ‘the accumulating costs of the insurgency (and 
the various counterinsurgency measures) transformed the interests of 
economic elites, eventually convincing substantial segments “that their 
interests could be more successfully pursued by democratizing compro-
mise than by continued authoritarian recalcitrance” ’ (2000, 5–6).

While no new elite might emerge, prolonged insurgency alters elites’ 
perceptions, as it ‘may affect the proximate determinants of investment 
in any one of three ways. It may depress present profi t rates (because of 
extended strikes or subsequent wage increases, for example), dampen 
expected profi t rates (if mobilization is seen as likely to recur), or render 
expectations so uncertain that investors suspend investment’ (2000, 
151). Protest thus fuels itself: ‘Rather than simply responding to new 
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political opportunities extended by the state, the insurgent social move-
ments create and expand the structure of political opportunity through 
their interim victories and ongoing struggles’ (2000, 12). Insurgents, in 
their turn, faced with the exclusionary nature of the regime, learn to 
value democratic participation.

Conclusion

The Arab Spring can be read as yet another proof of the (potential and 
actual) relevance of social movements in processes of regime change. 
Although not always as visible, and often unsuccessfully, social move-
ments on human rights, workers’ rights, students’ rights have in fact 
struggled for democracy, contributing to weakening dictators. As the 
democratization literature focused on the elites and social movement 
studies on established democracy, a growing body of research reviewed 
in this chapter indicates the relevance of national and international 
opportunities in infl uencing pro-democratic protests, their forms and 
effects. Moreover, it confi rms that even authoritarian regimes still leave 
free spaces, which social movements use to mobilize resources for their 
collective struggles. What is more, protests are ‘eventful’ in their capacity 
to change the structural opportunities and enrich resources. In contrast 
to essentialist, deterministic and reductionist understandings, it is there-
fore important to stress temporality, interconnection and agency in what 
Beissinger (2002) called ‘noisy politics’.



Restricting Citizens’ 
Participation: 

The Policing of Protest

8

Genoa, July 2001, G8 countersummit. In addition to installing high bar-
riers to protect the so-called ‘red zone’ around the summit meetings, the 
airport, railway stations and motorway exits were closed, and suspected 
activists were taken back to the city limits. The entire fi rst day of the 
summit, events followed a similar pattern: after the Black Bloc’s attacks, 
the police force responded by setting upon those in or near peaceful pro-
tests, including doctors, nurses, paramedics, photographers and jour-
nalists. Above all, the fi ght with the so-called ‘disobedients’, encircled 
and repeatedly charged, started in this fashion. After the police charge, 
some groups of demonstrators reacted by throwing stones, and the 
police used armoured cars. During one incursion, a carabinieri (an 
Italian militarized police force) jeep became stuck and its occupants 
were attacked by demonstrators. One of the carabinieri inside opened 
fi re, killing a 23-year-old Genovese activist, Carlo Giuliani. Within the 
red zone, the police used water cannon laced with chemicals against 
demonstrators from ATTAC and left-wing and trade union groups, who 
were banging on the fences and throwing cloves of garlic. On the 
evening of 21 July, the police burst into the Diaz School, where the 
Genoa Social Forum (GSF, the coordination of social movement groups 
that organized the protest), its legal advice team, the Indymedia press 
group, and a dormitory for protestors were based, searching for weapons 
and Black Bloc activists. The press described the behaviour of the police 
as particularly brutal – a description which members of parliament who 
were present concurred with. Of the ninety-three persons detained and 
arrested in the building, sixty-two were referred to hospital with varying 
medical diagnoses. In the days that followed, various testimonies were 
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published recounting civilians’ mistreatment in the Bolzaneto barracks, 
where a centre for identifying detainees had been set up. Many witness 
statements, a large number of them from foreigners, described physical 
and psychological assaults. Using tear-gas and truncheons, and forcing 
detainees to stay on their feet for hours, police compelled those being 
held to repeat fascist and racist slogans. In 2012, various police offi cers 
were sentenced for the violent aggressions towards activists at the Diaz 
School and the Bolzaneto barracks, and suspended from work – none of 
them went to prison, though. Very severe sentences (of up to twelve 
years in prison) were, on the other hand, passed against ten demonstra-
tors, accused of ‘sacking and devastation’ (della Porta et al. 2006).

15 October 2011, a global day of action, called for by the Spanish 
indignados, saw around 300,000 protestors converging on Rome for 
a national march. One of the largest, the Roman event was, however, 
one of the most problematic, as it was disrupted by violent protests 
and the authorities’ lack of will or capacity to protect the peaceful 
demonstrators. The police decided to build a large no-go area in the 
city centre, protecting the so-called ‘palaces of power’, while leaving 
the other areas practically unpatrolled. In the words of a protest orga-
nizer: ‘This is a police approach that defi nitely goes back to before 
Genoa in 2001, in particular with the use of red zones – from Seattle 
to 17 March in Naples, let’s say that this type of model has persisted. 
It was there at the beginning of the 2000s, it was there in 2005 when 
there was an attempt to reach the Senate [Upper House of Parliament] 
and in 2008 when there was an attempt to get to Montecitorio [Lower 
House of Parliament] and it was present throughout all of 2010. I 
mean the police forces arrange themselves – how can I say it – they 
organise themselves to maintain public order at some street demonstra-
tions by exclusively defending certain symbolic places which in this 
country represent the power of the state. Everything else is absolutely 
excluded from public order concerns. In my opinion, 15 October, at 
least regarding the city of Rome, witnessed the most striking example 
of this approach. . . . On 15 October the police concentrated all of its 
forces behind the barriers that marked the area inaccessible to the 
demonstrators. Therefore, the area from the Imperial Fora to the Par-
liament, the Chamber of Deputies, on a day in which all these institu-
tions, in most cases, were closed, empty, therefore – how can I put it 
– all of this is questionable’ (cited in della Porta and Zamponi 2012). 
It was in fact outside of the patrolled ‘red zone’ that small groups of 
protestors burned cars and broke windows, without police interven-
tion until demonstrators – peaceful and otherwise – reached the fi nal 
destination: Piazza San Giovanni. The police charged them with water 
cannon and tear gas, and street battles lasted for hours. On 16 October 
the main headline on the front page of the daily La Repubblica was 
‘The Black Bloc Devastates Rome. Seventy wounded, among them ten 
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offi cers. Carabinieri’s van burned. Critics of the police handling of 
public order. City put to fi re and sword, 5 hours of guerrilla war. The 
indignati rebel against the violent ones’, while the lead picture showed 
demonstrators throwing rocks at a burning carabinieri van.

The policing of protest at the anti-G8 countersummit in Genoa is one 
(admittedly extreme, but in several aspects also quite typical, as in Rome 
2011) example of the policing of protests in the new millennium, espe-
cially of protests that mainly address international targets and involve a 
substantial number of protestors from different countries. In this chapter, 
I will look at recent transformations in the control of protest, and the 
challenges they pose to the development of high-quality democracy. After 
introducing the concept of protest policing, I shall present empirical 
illustrations of its recent evolution, discussing how the democratic trans-
formations we have discussed in previous chapters seem to affect it, 
challenging democratic qualities.

Social movement and the policing of protest: 
an introduction

Social movements do challenge the power of the state, establishing 
a (temporary) counterpower. They do not limit themselves to asking 
for specifi c policy changes: relying mainly on protest as a means to 
put pressure upon decision makers, they challenge the power of the 
state to impose its monopoly on the use of legitimate force. Taking 
to the streets, often forcing their presence beyond the legal limits 
in order to get their voice heard, they directly interact with the 
police, who are supposed to defend law and order. In their interven-
tions, the police forces have therefore to realize an uneasy balance 
between the defence of state power through the implementation of 
laws and regulations and the recognition of rights to demonstration. 
The intervention of the police in case of violations is in fact not 
automatic: with regard to public order, indeed, many minor viola-
tions are tolerated in order to avoid major disorders. While sometimes 
the government sends specifi c orders (or, at least, signals) about the 
type of intervention required (or desired) at political demonstrations, 
the police enjoy, at different hierarchical levels, broad margins of 
discretionality. Most decisions are taken on the spot, and determined 
by the assessment of the specifi c situation as well as by interactive 
dynamics.

The way in which the government and the police use the power to 
repress the opposition has relevant, though complex, effects on the 
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protest (Lichbach 1987; Opp and Rohel 1990; Gupta, Singh and Spargue 
1993; Francisco 1996; Moore 1998). Increasing the costs of protesting, 
it might reduce the individual availability to participate. However, the 
sense of injustice, as well as the creation of intense feelings of identifi ca-
tion and solidarity, prompted by repression can increase the motivation 
to participate (Davenport 2005; Francisco 2005; della Porta and Piazza 
2008). As mentioned in the previous chapter, police control tends to 
impact on the repertoires of protest, through a reciprocal adaptation (or, 
sometimes, escalation) of police and demonstrators’ tactics (della Porta 
1995). And it might also infl uence the organizational forms used, for 
instance by spreading a sense of mutual mistrust through the use of 
infi ltration (e.g. Fernandez 2008).

Quantitative research, often based upon broad cross-national com-
parisons, has singled out some causal determinants of police styles (e.g. 
in terms of violation of human rights, misconduct, etc.) (Davenport 
1995; Poe and Tate 1994; Poe, Tate and Camp Keith, 1999). Ethno-
graphic research and case studies have for their part led to understanding 
of the motivations for the different police styles in dealing with differ-
ent social and political groups (e.g. Waddington 1994; Waddington 
1992; Critcher and Waddington 1996; Waddington and Critcher 2000; 
Waddington, Jones and Critcher 1989).

The forms state power takes have a clear impact on the policing 
of protest. If repression is much more brutal in authoritarian than in 
democratic regimes (e.g. Sheptycky 2005 on Latin America; Uysal 
2005 on Turkey), even authoritarian regimes vary in the amount of 
protest they are ready to tolerate, as well as in the forms in which 
they police the opposition (see also chapter 7). Moreover, variations 
do exist also in democratic regimes, with some countries considered 
to be traditionally more inclusive, others more exclusive (della Porta 
1995). In both types of regime, the police strategies in addressing the 
demonstrations refl ect some more general characteristics of state power. 
In this sense, it is to be expected that the change in the balance of 
state powers related with the various transformations described all 
through this volume have an impact on the styles of protest policing. 
In particular, the wave of transnational protests that marked the turn 
of the millennium seems indeed to have challenged some well-established 
police strategies and structures (e.g. della Porta, Petersen and Reiter 
2006).

Even if in a selective way and with frequent inversions, the policing 
of protest in democratic regimes has been characterized by some trends 
towards a growing publicization, nationalization and demilitarization. 
First of all, the task of policing is at the core of the defi nition of a Webe-
rian state power that claims the monopoly of force. Second, the process 
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of state building brought about the assumption by the central state of 
the control of public order. Even if the degree of centralization in the 
police structures clearly varies, and local police bodies often maintain 
specifi c profi les and styles (see, e.g., Wisler and Kriesi 1998 on Switzer-
land and Winter 1998 on Germany), there has, however, been a progres-
sive orientation of protest and its policing towards the national level. 
Third – here, as well, with cross-country differences – there has also been 
a progressive transfer of public order control from the military to the 
police. Especially since the 1980s, research on the policing of protest in 
European democracies and the United States has singled out a reduction 
of strategies of control based on an escalation of force – with low priority 
given to the right to demonstrate, and an increase in mistrust of a negoti-
ated control – with a broader recognition of the right to demonstrate 
(McPhail, Schweingruber and McCarthy 1998, 51–4; della Porta and 
Fillieule 2004).

If we look at the evolution of the policing of protest nowadays, with 
particular attention to the control of transnational protests, these trends 
seem to have met some (more or less brisk) reversals. Although public 
order policing had never been exclusively under public control (see, 
e.g., private policing on university campuses or in the factories, but 
also the use of organized crime to intimidate unionists and protestors), 
the privatization and semi-privatization of spaces such as shopping malls, 
as well as the outsourcing of police functions to private companies (e.g. 
in the airports, but also universities), has recently increased and made 
more visible the role of private police bodies in the control of protest. 
Additionally, the control of more and more transnational protests 
brought about a growing coordination of police units from different 
countries. Third, since the 1980s, processes of militarization of public 
order have been noted even in countries, such as Great Britain, once 
considered to be the best examples of ‘citizens’ policing’. This milita-
rization, including equipment, training, organization and strategies, has 
been tested in the fi ght against organized crime, but also street crimes 
and football hooliganism, migrating then to the control of protest. 
Finally, negotiated strategies were not consistently implemented in the 
control of transnational protests, where priority has been often given 
to security concerns (della Porta, Petersen and Reiter 2006). Escalations 
in the interactions between demonstrators and protestors developed 
here from the use of coercion against demonstrators, with the building 
of fences and no-go areas to isolate diplomats and heads of government 
from the very sight of the protest. The example of 15 October 2011, 
mentioned in the incipit of this chapter, as well as several instances in 
the policing of recent anti-austerity protests, indicate a return of those 
police styles.
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Militarization, fortifi cation and intelligence-led control

Are we witnessing the re-emergence of the escalated force model, or 
the development of a new repressive protest-policing style? Can we 
observe a defi nite break with the de-escalating, negotiated model of 
protest policing that dominated in the 1980s and well into the 1990s? 
Or is the control of transnational countersummits an exception in a 
policing of protest that remains mainly negotiated? Negotiated manage-
ment signifi ed a considerable departure from the protest-policing style 
dominant in Western democracies prior to the 1960s and 1970s. The 
traditional escalated force strategy was, in fact, based on a presumption 
of irrational crowd behaviour (Le Bon 1895) and rooted in intolerance 
of direct forms of political participation. Highly suspicious of any gath-
ering, its supporters gave low priority to demonstration rights and 
foresaw the massive use of force to suppress even small violations of 
laws and ordinances. During the ‘1968’ protest cycle, attempts to stop 
unauthorized demonstrations and a law-and-order attitude towards the 
‘limited-rule-breaking’ tactics that spread from the US civil rights move-
ment to the European student movement (McAdam and Rucht 1993) 
and then to new social movements pushed the police to adapt their 
strategies of control. The prevailing police strategy after the 1980s was 
instead designed to reduce coercive interventions. Limited lawbreaking, 
implicit in non-violent, civil disobedience forms of protest, tended to 
be more or less tolerated by the police, with peacekeeping considered 
more important than law enforcement.

In the new millennium, in recent transnational protest events coercive 
strategies returned as a prominent aspect of protest policing, apparently 
recalling the ‘escalated force’ style, although with adaptations to new 
protest repertoires, police frames and technologies. in particular, clear 
signs of militarization were observed. A massive police presence, usually 
with high visibility, has been noted at numerous transnational protest 
events in North America and Europe. In most of the cases considered in 
comparative research on the policing of transnational protests (della 
Porta, Peterson and Reiter 2006), police offi cers donned heavy anti-riot 
gear and, above all, special units were deployed for coercive intervention 
against ‘troublemakers’. The army often intervened, as did paramilitary 
bodies (such as SWAT in the US: Fernandez 2008).

Before and during countersummits, militarization has been visible in 
the number of police, their attitudes, their equipment. As Starr, Fernan-
dez and Scholl (2011, 43) observed: ‘It is not hyperbole to say that the 
space becomes a war zone, with offi cers dressed in sophisticated military 
gear and accompanied by armored vehicles. The closer to the actual 
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meeting location, the more militarized the space becomes.’ In fact, as 
they summarized: 

weapons used by police at protests include striking weapons, chemical 
weapons, electric weapons, projectiles (plastic, rubber, and wooden 
bullets), water cannons (sometimes with pepper spray in the water, 
which has a high rate of dispersal and which, unlike tear gas, is invis-
ible), and concussion and shock grenades (the former meant to make 
a scary explosive sound, the latter used to simultaneously create a 
disturbing fl ash or light; both have been linked to severe injuries when 
they land on or close to people). (2011, 84)

Live ammunition was used in the anti-EU summit in Gothenburg in June 
2001 (three demonstrators wounded) and in Genoa (one demonstrator 
killed). So-called non-lethal arms were also often misused, contrary to 
instruction: e.g. projectile weapons aimed above the waist, gas in close 
spaces, tonfa batons (with an iron part inside) handled upside-down.

These developments emerge as signifi cant departures from the protest-
policing styles dominant in the 1980s and 1990s. Admittedly, the advent 
of negotiated management did not signify the disappearance of coercive 
intervention. Research has frequently stressed the selectivity of police 
intervention and the survival of harsh modes of protest policing in the 
1980s and 1990s (della Porta 1998; Fillieule and Jobard 1998). However, 
antagonistic interventions with a ‘show of force’ attitude and a massive, 
highly visible police presence were generally reserved for small extremist 
groups or football hooliganism. In the case of transnational protest 
events organized by the global justice movement, these features have 
been observed instead in conjunction with mass demonstrations of tens 
of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of participants. Massive use 
of force as a strategy for maintaining public order, however, was effective 
only with a favourable police/demonstrator ratio (as in Canada or 
Copenhagen; for New York City, see Vitale 2005). In cases of massive 
demonstrations, with large numbers of peaceful demonstrators and small 
(but highly mobile) groups of radical Black Bloc, shows of force and 
undiscriminating intervention produced escalation: police brutality 
against non-violent participants has often been denounced in numerous 
transnational protest events, and, as in Gothenburg and Genoa, police 
charges have triggered violent reactions even by previously peaceful 
groups of protestors.

Deterrence of demonstrators – both in general and in specifi c areas 
– has been a main strategic element in the policing of transnational 
protest events. As Fernandez recently observed, ‘The closing of public 
spaces to activists is a growing tactis in policing dissents’ (2008, 86). As 
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far as the European Union is concerned, border controls were routinely 
reintroduced during international demonstrations within the Schengen 
area, and numerous potential participants (also EU citizens) were refused 
entrance, often on a questionable legal basis. In Quebec City as well as 
in Genoa, checkpoints were set up at the city borders, and railway sta-
tions were closed and/or heavily patrolled.

Especially after 2000, summits were called in places diffi cult to reach 
and hostile to protest (as was the case, for instance, for the WTO summit 
in Quatar in 2001, the G8 summit in Kananaskis in 2003, and those in 
Gleaneagles in 2005, and Heiligendamm in 2007). In fact, ‘The selection 
of a summit location is an important aspect of the geography of global 
governance and mirrors the contestation of global power relations’ 
(Starr, Fernandez and Scholl 2011, 29). Not only are locations chosen 
in order to discourage protest, but ‘Once a location is selected, authori-
ties start to reorganize the surrounding area by rating spaces on a 
“danger scale”.’

Above all, the ‘fortifi cation’ of summit sites and, in general, police 
measures aimed at their protection are diffi cult to reconcile with a nego-
tiating strategy. Fences were built in Seattle and (increasingly sophisti-
cated and impenetrable) in Windsor, Washington, Prague, Quebec City, 
Gothenburg and Genoa. Special trains transporting activists to Prague 
were blocked at the borders. This process has the intent of channelling 
dissent into pre-established zones, far away from the actual gatherings, 
‘in order to secure the operational fl ows involved in a summit meeting 
and to control dangerous objects identifi ed beforehand’ (Starr, Fernandez 
and Scholl 2011, 35). In fact, fences grew from 2.5 km long in Quebec 
City for the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) summit in 2001 to 
12.5 km long around Heiligendamm in 2007. Moreover, ‘the construc-
tion of the fence has been steadily improved and is standardized accord-
ing to the security handbooks of transnational police agencies. Fences 
are higher, more massive, with cement foundations, and are often 
equipped with movement detectors and surveillance cameras’ (2011, 36). 
Two levels of security zone (red and yellow) were imposed in Genoa, 
three at the Strasbourg NATO summit in 2009. To the fences, mobile 
blockades are added, made of police vehicles, or even with the bodies of 
policemen themselves.

Transnational protests called for international policing. In Genoa 
functionaries of the German federal criminal police, directly connected 
with their data banks, were present as liaison offi cers. At the Evian 
G8 in May 2003 police units from different countries intervened 
together in the streets. Among EU member states, the transnational 
control of protest involved the networks of police cooperation that 
had developed as a form of intergovernmental collaboration outside 
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the EU institutions, like TREVI (since 1976 directed above all against 
terrorism) or Schengen (the 1985 agreement between a group of member 
states to gradually abolish internal border controls, which became 
effective in 1995).

During the prelude to the summit meetings, the police forces in various 
countries also employed coercive measures not aimed at protecting the 
offi cial summit, but offensively directed against movement activists and 
their protest. In Genoa, in Copenhagen and elsewhere, police offi cers 
were accused of harassing young people who looked like movement 
activists, employing continuous identity checks and body searches during 
the days and nights prior to the protest events. Heavy patrolling was 
used as an instrument of intimidation in countersummits, in Genoa as 
in Washington DC, Cancun and Miami (see also Fernandez 2008). Pre-
ventive arrests targeted against specifi c protest actions, as well as those 
considered to be the movement leaders, as well as the confi scation of 
propaganda material like puppets or banners were denounced in Seattle 
and afterwards. Police were reported to have entered and searched dem-
onstrators’ headquarters, independent media centres and legal assistance 
offi ces (including those located in premises offered by the local authori-
ties), for example in Washington, Prague, Gothenburg and (with the most 
dramatic consequences) in Genoa.

In addition, an array of legal provisions (from city regulations and 
national codes) against vandalism, trespassing, failure to disperse, dis-
obeying a lawful order, but also traffi c laws, and laws on use of fi re 
in public (e.g. to prohibit the burning of fl ags), have been used in order 
to repress protest. In fact, ‘Temporary ordinances, creative use of old 
laws, and legal permits are now common ways to control the protest’ 
(Fernandez 2008, 166). In the United States, before the summit of the 
World Economic Forum, the New York City police department called 
for zero tolerance against violent protestors, implementing arrests 
against any interference with traffi c (following an edict of 1845 pro-
hibiting three or more people from assembling in a public space wearing 
masks). In the same vein, fi re regulations and public health ordinances 
have been used in order to prevent the preparation of protest. Regula-
tions against meeting in public parks are implemented to prohibit pro-
tests. Protest permits have been used to reduce the movements of 
protestors and restrict them to inconvenient areas. The housing of dem-
onstrators has been actively boycotted (as e.g. in Calgary, where the 
authorities refused to host protestors, and out-bid an offer by the pro-
testors to lease land from the Stoney First Nation) (Fernandez 2008, 
87). Similarly, in Europe and the US, regulations on health and public 
safety have been used to ‘disoccupy’ the parks and squares occupied 
during anti-austerity protests.
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In the policing of transnational countersummits, there has been, in 
general, a much stronger emphasis on isolating political leaders and 
dignitaries from the risks of contact with demonstrators than on nego-
tiating with organizers to defi ne spaces and limits of protest. In some 
cases (as in Gothenburg and Genoa) serious negotiations started late 
and were more or less haphazard. While negotiations did precede several 
protest events, in many cases little care seems to have been taken to 
ensure open communication lines during demonstrations, one of the 
cardinal points of negotiated management; in fact, contacts between 
authorities and organizers were often interrupted, as in Seattle, Prague, 
Quebec City, Gothenburg and Genoa, among others. This trend con-
tinued in recent protests, such as the one previously mentioned in 
Rome.

Intimidation includes mass arrests, but also mistreatment during 
arrests. Mass arrests, sometimes far from the demonstration venue, have 
been observed at transnational protests in Seattle, Washington, Prague, 
Quebec City, Gothenburg and Genoa. Most of these arrests were not 
approved by judicial authorities. There has also been criticism of intimi-
dating conditions during mass arrests, with several cases in which ‘pro-
testers are deprived of their legal rights to counsel, same-sex searches, 
phone calls, access to bathrooms, blankets, heat, beds, timely arraign-
ment and release. . . They are also subject to cruel and unusual punish-
ment while in custody, such as denial of medical care, excessively tight 
hand-cuffs, beatings, sexual abuse, death threats, and being held at gun-
point’ (Starr, Fernandez and Scholl 2011, 81). While most people arrested 
before and during protests are released without charges, there are some 
cases of very high sentences for minor illegal acts of dissent, as ‘trespass-
ing and property damage, traditionally areas of civil disobedience, are 
being recast as severe and violent crimes or even terrorism’ and con-
spiracy (Starr, Fernandez and Scholl 2011, 87).

Coercion and deterrence strategies were linked to information strate-
gies. The literature on protest policing has underlined the signifi cance of 
technical innovation and the infl uence of advanced surveillance, informa-
tion processing and communications technologies on the way policing is 
organized. New terms such as ‘strategic’, ‘pro-active’, and ‘intelligence-
led’ policing imply approaches that target suspect populations and indi-
viduals in a highly systematic way. First established in the US with the 
‘war on drugs’, these trends became highly evident in transnational 
protest policing, both in North America and in Europe.

Comparative research (della Porta, Peterson and Reiter 2006; 
Fernandez 2008) indicates an attempt to extend control over a popula-
tion of transnational activists through a broad collection of informa-
tion, shared transnationally among the different police bodies, with 
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enforcement agencies (such as the US Department of Homeland Security 
Offi ce of Domestic Preparedness) instructing and training in updated 
techniques of civil disobedience management (Fernandez 2008, 98).

Long-term planning included the collection of information on the 
protestors (who they are, how many, which groups) as well as an elabo-
ration of the lessons learned from the policing of previous transnational 
events. Information collected from open source as well as infi ltration (in 
the US, with powers increased by the Patriot Act) is then used to train 
offi cers (Fernandez 2008, 109). In fact,

surveillance is . . . a policing tactic which aims to quell or weaken politi-
cal activity. Technologies of surveillance include direct surveillance, 
such as observation and visits by offi cers, recording of automobile 
plate numbers, raids, questioning, and burglary; electronic surveil-
lance, such as phone taps, audio eavesdropping, tracking of e-mail, 
and monitoring of Internet and other computer activity; use of video, 
photo, and car-tracking devices; undercover surveillance, including by 
police in disguise, and the use of informants, infi ltrators, and agents 
provocateurs; and databasing and the sharing of databased informa-
tion. (Starr, Fernandez and Scholl 2011, 73)

This information was often used in order to stop some activists reaching 
the protest zones. In particular in the EU, efforts have multiplied to 
prevent violent activists (or those presumed to be so) from reaching the 
city hosting the summit (Reiter and Fillieule 2006). Expanding on a 1996 
Recommendation on Football Hooliganism (Offi cial Journal 1997 C 
193/1), on 26 May 1997 the European Council adopted a Joint Action 
with regard to cooperation on law and order and security, which stipu-
lated that: ‘Member States shall provide Member States concerned with 
information, upon request or unsolicited, via central bodies, if sizeable 
groups which may pose a threat to law and order and security are travel-
ling to another Member State in order to participate in events.’ In the 
preamble, the ‘events’ were specifi ed as ‘sporting events, rock concerts, 
demonstrations and road-blocking protest campaigns’ (Offi cial Journal 
1997 L 147/1). The Schengen Information System (SIS), that had been 
introduced as a sort of compensatory measure for abolishing internal 
border checks, extended the possibilities for the exchange of information 
between police forces and intelligence services (Peers 2000, 209ff.). After 
the EU summit in Gothenburg, the Council for Justice and Home Affairs 
on 13 July 2001, adopted security measures oriented to protecting the 
meetings of the European Council and other comparable events, focus-
sing on greater collaboration among the various national police forces. In 
order to increase information exchange, the document called for ‘the use 
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of all the legal and technical possibilities for stepping up and promoting 
rapid, more structured exchanges of data on violent troublemakers on 
the basis of national fi les’. Other measures included the temporary sus-
pension of the Schengen Convention (with reintroduction of border con-
trols) and expulsion measures and cooperation in the repatriation of 
expelled demonstrators. Finally, direct cooperation between judicial 
authorities was to be facilitated, with the aim of prosecuting and trying 
‘violent troublemakers . . . without undue delay and in conditions guaran-
teeing a fair trial’.

False information has also been spread in order to portray the activ-
ists as violent (della Porta, Andretta, Mosca and Reiter 2006; Fernandez 
2008). In Genoa (as, before, in Washington), widespread alarmist use 
has been made of information later declared unreliable by the same 
authorities, recalling (among others) the case of the Chicago Congress 
of the Democratic Party in 1968 (Donner 1990, 116–17). While this 
alarmism did not discourage participation at the countersummits, it 
favoured the spreading, especially among rank-and-fi le police offi cers, 
of an image of demonstrators as dangerously violent, or even as ter-
rorists (or infi ltrated by terrorists). The deployment of plain-clothes 
police, for instance in Copenhagen, was denounced by movement activ-
ists as infi ltration attempts and what was seen as agent provocateur 
behaviour.

Especially in the policing of transnational demonstrations, a massive 
use of data banks and exchange of information among national police 
forces in order to prevent individuals from participating in protest 
deemed dangerous for public order surfaced, particularly in the Euro-
pean cases, within the institutional framework of the EU. These prac-
tices, which often followed the informal rules developed for the control 
of football hooligans, emerged as opaque in terms of the protection of 
citizens’ rights.

To conclude, at the turn of the millennium there was indeed a return 
to the massive use of police force, especially oriented towards temporary 
incapacitation, with protestors forced to the margins. Negotiations took 
place, but trust between negotiators remained low, also because of the 
uncompromising messages sent by the police with other interventions 
aimed at protection and prevention during the period leading up to the 
demonstrations. In fact, according to the US National Lawyers Guild, 
one observes a shift to a pre-emptive model focused on ‘blocking access, 
intimidating activists, conducting broad-scale [illegal] searches, raids and 
mass arrests, and confi scating or incapacitating protestors’ resources’ 
(Starr, Fernandez and Scholl 2011, 68). Today, this turn is still visible in 
the policing of anti-austerity protests, even if not in a homogeneous 
fashion.
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The policing of protest: some explanations

How are we to explain the policing of protest and its evolution? Social 
movement studies suggest some main explanations (fi gure 8.1) that 
indeed seem to have played a role in recent times.

Research on the policing of social movements has identifi ed a ten-
dency to use harsher styles of protest policing against social and political 
groups that are perceived as greater threats to political elites, or as being 
more ideologically driven or more radical in their aims (see della Porta 
and Fillieule 2004; Earl 2003; Davenport 2000, 1995). Additionally, 
police repression is more likely to be directed against groups that are 
poorer in material resources as well as in political connections (Earl, 
Soule and McCarthy 2003; della Porta 1998).

The police thus react to changes they perceive in the social move-
ments. Certainly, countersummits present a specifi c challenge to police 
forces, obliged to balance respect for rights to demonstration with the 
maintenance of public order and the protection of domestic, and espe-
cially foreign, dignitaries (Ericson and Doyle 1999). Some characteristics 
of the emerging movements – not only their novelty, but also their 

Protest control strategies
•  Fortification of summit sites 
•  Escalation of coercive strategies 
•  Incoherent negotiation  
•  Generalized and indiscriminate information 
    gathering 
•  ‘Intelligence-led’ and ‘pro-active’ policing 

Organization of police forces
•  Militarization of training, command, 
    equipment 
•  De-nationalization through multilevel policing 
•  Privatization of spaces, organizational 
    structures, regulations 

Police knowledge
•  Mistrust of demonstrators and forms of
    protest
•  Sensitivity to political input

Political opportunities
•  Neoliberal closure to movements’ 
    demands 
•  Low accountability of IGOs 
•  Mistrust by (left-wing) potential allies

Movement characteristics
•  Novelty of the movement 
•  Heterogeneous organizational structure 
•  Peaceful but heterogeneous action 
    repertoires 
•  Presence of small violent groups 
•  Low trust in the police 

Figure 8.1 Transnational protest policing
Source: della Porta and Reiter 2011, 103
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heterogeneity, loose organizational structures, and use of direct action 
strategies, as well as widespread distrust of the police (see della Porta 
and Reiter 2004; della Porta and Reiter 1998; Noakes and Gillham 
2006; Peterson 2006) – have facilitated police framing of protestors as 
‘bad demonstrators’ (or troublemakers). As Fernandez noted, ‘After the 
1999 WTO protests in Seattle, police developed techniques designed to 
deal with a decentralized, non-hierarchical, network-based movement. 
Such policing required thoughtful planning and careful attention to the 
geographical space in order to control mass movements’ (2008, 137).

The resources (both material and legal) available to the police, their 
knowledge about protestors, as well as more general police culture, all 
play a role in police choices. The degree of militarization of the structure 
and the equipment, the legal competences and the degree of profession-
alization infl uence the strategic choices of the police. In recent years, the 
militarization of public order control was refl ected in the augmentation 
of paramilitary units, used for instance in the intervention against drug 
dealers, as well as the growth of a military culture exemplifi ed by police 
training, armament, uniforms and more (on the US, see Kraska and 
Kaeppler 1997; Kraska 1996). Less-lethal arms have been tested in non-
political public order policing (for instance, in response to beer riots on 
US campuses; see McCarthy, Martin and McPhail 2004).

It has been observed that police tactics in the control of protest follow 
some general conceptions of the role of the police. With an original 
insight compared to previous research, Noakes and Gillham (2006) 
underline the importance of shifts in the dominant visions of the causes 
of crime, and in the corresponding conceptual principles underlying 
police intervention, for protest policing, in particular the implications of 
the ‘new penology’ with its emphasis on protection and risk manage-
ment. Zero-tolerance doctrines, as well as militaristic training and equip-
ment, are imported into the fi eld of protest policing from other forms of 
public order control addressing micro-criminality or football hooligan-
ism. The elaboration of a ‘penal law of the enemy’ is another case in 
point. The strategy of space fortifi cation refl ects the relevance of a con-
ception of prevention as isolation from the danger (and the dangerous 
ones), through a reduction of rights (of demonstrations, movement, 
privacy) of those citizens who are considered to be potential enemies. 
The assumption is here that ‘the implementation of the rights as well as 
the security of the included pass necessarily through the expulsion from 
those rights of the excluded, that is those who do not deserve them, who 
are marginals’ (Pepino 2005, 262). A situation defi ned as an emergency 
is faced through the strategies experimented with in the public-order 
control of the different, the street enemies (migrants, petty criminals, 
hooligans, etc.). This intelligence-led policing is certainly facilitated by 
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the expansion of police preventive powers (e.g. in the control of football 
stadiums) or the large-scale use of tapping and videocameras (originally 
against organized crime and terrorism). In several countries, anti-
terrorism, or anti-crime policies more generally, have introduced new 
associational crimes (membership in or moral support of subversive or 
terrorist associations), or crimes against the personality of the state and 
heads of state, with the effect of orienting repression against categories 
of people rather than against specifi c crimes. Militarization is therefore 
justifi ed by ‘states of exception’ that foresee, among other tactics, the use 
of the army.

In this situation, the new laws on terrorism that have been passed 
at the national level after the September 11 events, but also the enhanced 
international police cooperation on security issues, have provided instru-
ments and norms that allow for a consistent restriction of demonstration 
rights. This is all the more the case as far as the right of protesting 
transnationally is concerned, with its particular sensitivity towards the 
possibilities for citizens to cross national borders. Stricter visa regula-
tions, as well as police cooperation to produce proscriptive lists of 
potential troublemakers, risk diminishing protests about the right to 
demonstrate. Moreover, old and new anti-terrorism legislation is more 
and more used for the surveillance and intimidation of activists, who 
risk very high penalties for minor violations (see, e.g., Starr et al. 2008). 
While not used automatically, it is nevertheless available for selective 
implementation against the groups that are considered to be politically 
more dangerous.

In general, there is then a reciprocal adaptation, as in ‘a dance between 
those who challenge authority, speak true to power, and hope for a more 
just world and those who wish to extend their privilege and power’ 
(Fernandez 2008, 171). It is what Sidney Tarrow and I (della Porta and 
Tarrow 2012) have called ‘interactive diffusion’ of protestors and police 
tactics, with processes of learning and strategic adaptation both within 
protestor and police communities and across the two communities.

Social science research has also linked the style of police intervention 
to some characteristics of the external environment. The police have been 
said to be sensitive to the characteristics of the perceived threat but also 
to the expected demands from authorities and public opinion. Demands, 
especially from authorities, can be expected to be all the more relevant 
the more challenging a protest seems to be to their image. Research into 
the police has stressed that the organizational imperative is keeping 
control over situations, rather than enforcing the law (Rubinstein 1980; 
Bittner 1967; Skolnick 1966). Police offi cers indeed enjoy a high degree 
of discretion in their encounters with citizens, but they must also main-
tain (to different extents) the support of authorities and the public.
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Political opportunities affect protest policing. The institutionalization 
and moderation of social movements in the 1980s and 1990s and their 
integration into increasingly institutionalized forms of politics contrib-
uted – also with a glorifi ed but moderated vision of the ‘1968’ past – to 
an image of the emerging global justice movement as particularly violent 
in its action repertoires and particularly poor in its political capacity. In 
the early 2000s, the isolation of protestors in the institutional sphere of 
politics seems to have pushed the police towards harsher strategies, 
adapted from those applied in preceding decades against weak (politi-
cally unprotected) groups and generally stigmatized phenomena like 
football hooliganism (Wahlström and Oskarsson 2006; della Porta and 
Reiter 2004).

A further explanation for the weak defence of rights to demonstrate 
observed in the policing of transnational protest events is the low formal 
accountability of IGOs, which, with the convergence on neoliberal poli-
cies of right-wing and left-wing political parties, has been read as closing 
down channels of access for political movements (della Porta, Petersen 
and Reiter 2006). In fact, while the targets and organization of the 
protest become transnational, the protest rights remain anchored at the 
national level (Reiter and Fillieule 2006; della Porta et al. 2006). In 
Genoa, but also Gothenburg and Copenhagen, the right to protest has 
been limited for the citizens blocked at the borders. Even though the 
rights to protest are recognized by the EU Convention on Human Rights 
and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, there 
is no concrete protection of a transnational right to protest (Reiter and 
Fillieule 2006). Additionally, the policing of transnational events tends 
to involve international policing, characterized by an even lower level 
of democratic accountability (Sheptycki 2002, 1994; Walker 2003). The 
participation of multiple law enforcement agencies, as well as secret 
services, further reduces internal coordination and external controls on 
police intervention. A supranational public sphere capable of keeping 
a critical eye on the defence of citizens’ rights is emerging (as, for 
instance, the wave of international protest against police brutality at 
the Genoa countersummit indicates), but it is still weak and surfaces 
only occasionally.

In the EU, the intergovernmental character of European police collabo-
ration brought about defi cient public debate, opaque decision making, 
and a lack of democratic accountability while increasing the diffi culties 
for citizens to single out the institutional level which is politically and 
juridically responsible for limitations of their rights and which they should 
ask for redress (Peers 2000, 188). Integration in justice and home affairs 
is predominantly driven by the formalizing of informal arrangements and 
the structuration at the level of the EU of intergovernmental agreements. 
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Police matters are treated prevalently by the European Council for Justice 
and Internal Affairs, with a merely consultative role for the European 
Parliament and limited intervention by the European Court of Justice 
(della Porta and Reiter 2004; Reiter and Fillieule 2006). Developing 
through groups of experts and intelligence activities, European coopera-
tion in the fi eld of public order fi rst concentrated on football hooliganism, 
subsequently extending to other public-order problems. In fact, a Parlia-
ment recommendation to the Council voted by the plenum on 12 Decem-
ber 2001 pointed at ‘not a few shortcomings’ in Member States’ responses 
to the countersummits in Nice, Gothenburg and Genoa, recommending 
respect for European citizens’ right to demonstrate. These recommenda-
tions do not seem to have been attended to by the European Council. The 
‘Security handbook for the use of police authorities and services at inter-
national events such as meetings of the European Council’, approved in 
November 2002, suggested that future revisions be discussed only by the 
Police Chiefs Task Force and the committee of experts foreseen in Article 
3 of the Joint Action of 1997 and approved by the Article 36 Committee 
(a coordinating committee of senior offi cials in the fi eld of police coopera-
tion and judicial cooperation in criminal matters). In 2004, a resolution 
on the security of Council meetings and similar events called for targeted 
information exchange, making possible intelligence-led checks on ‘indi-
viduals or groups in respect of whom there are substantial grounds for 
believing that they intend to enter the Member State with the aim of dis-
rupting public order and security at the event or committing offences 
relating to the event’ (see Reiter and Fillieule 2006).

Conclusion

In sum, the policing of protest in the new millennium has often been 
characterized by police brutality and a ‘show of force’ attitude. Massive, 
highly visible police presence recalls the escalated force style, although 
with adaptation to new protest repertoires, police frames and technolo-
gies. Also striking in several cases of transnational protest policing is the 
strong presence of deterrent or even intimidating elements, among which 
the most visible is the fortifi cation of summit sites and, in general, police 
measures aimed at its protection. Technical innovations have allowed for 
a broad increase in surveillance.

In general, there has been a return to massive use of force, especially 
oriented at temporary incapacitation, with protestors forced to the 
margins, in invisible places, far from the places of power. Negotiations 
take place, but they tend to start late and trust between negotiators of 
the two sides remains low, also because of the uncompromising messages 
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sent by the police with other interventions aimed at protection and 
prevention during the period leading up to the demonstrations. Finally, 
there are clear attempts at intelligence-led policing, with much emphasis 
given to massive collection and frequent exchange of information, 
which, however, do not translate into intelligence of the differentiated 
protest fi eld.

These characteristics certainly constitute a departure from the negoti-
ated management model, with its ‘demonstration-friendly’ protest-
policing philosophy, which had been dominant (although not exclusive) 
in several Western democracies in the 1980s and 1990s. In many cases, 
protests are made invisible if not uninfl uential, by relegating them to 
outside the symbolic space where the powerful meet: what King and 
Waddington (2006) called ‘exclusionary fortress-oriented policing’, and 
Noakes and Gillham (2006) ‘selective incapacitation’. The right to 
demonstrate seems to be recognized selectively in more than one way: 
weakly protected for foreigners or weak social actors, and with the 
exclusion of direct action protest repertoires defi ned as illegal and 
violent. Anti-terrorist legislation has further reduced protestors’ rights. 
Some of these new trends have returned in the policing of the most 
recent wave of protests against the austerity crisis. The effects of these 
challenges to the right to demonstrate are all the more serious given 
the growing importance of participatory and deliberative democracy, 
given the crisis of representative institutions.



Deliberative Experiments 
inside Institutions

9

At different territorial levels, institutional experiments are called for. 
According to the Commission of the European Communities (2001): 
‘If participation in local politics is to be sustained in the twenty fi rst 
century, the key challenge is to adapt the decision-making processes to 
meet the changing expectations of citizens. There are already many 
experiments and initiatives under way in several member states. In 
others, there are debates about wider and more sweeping reforms. . . . In 
a world where citizens are better educated and where new information 
and communication technologies allow the rapid spread of under-
standing and expertise, the case for direct involvement in the political 
process by citizens is more substantial than before. The key strategic 
issue is how to organize direct participation so that it enhances rather 
than diminishes the quality of local decision-making and service deliv-
ery. The facilities that are available today allow citizens to have their 
say on various issues, every day of the week.’ Among the options avail-
able for consultation or even direct involvement of the public in deci-
sion making, the document lists classical mechanisms of referendums 
and citizens’ initiatives; others inspired by ‘New Management’ that 
look at the public as consumers; still others that stress a politics of 
presence as the need to ensure the involvement of citizens who are 
often absent from decision making. Among them, youth parliaments, 
elderly people forums, neighbourhood forums, co-option procedures, 
community development and partnership schemes are cited. Finally, 
‘Another set of direct participation options attempts to create the 
conditions for a more deliberative democracy. Interactive websites, 
citizens’ juries and consensus conferencing are mechanisms present in 
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several countries’ (2001). Participation is here defi ned as fundamental: 
‘The quality, relevance and effectiveness of EU policies depend on 
ensuring wide participation throughout the policy chain – from con-
ception to implementation. Improved participation is likely to create 
more confi dence in the end result and in the Institutions which deliver 
policies. Participation crucially depends on central governments fol-
lowing an inclusive approach when developing and implementing EU 
policies’ (2001, 10).

The participatory budgeting cycle starts in January of each year with 
dozens of assemblies across the city designed to ensure the system 
operates with maximum participation and friendly interaction . . . Each 
February there is instruction from city specialists in technical and 
system aspects of city budgeting . . . In March there are plenary assem-
blies in each of the city’s 16 districts as well as assemblies dealing with 
such areas as transportation, health, education, sports, and economic 
development. These large meetings – with participation that can reach 
over 1,000 – elect delegates to represent specifi c neighborhoods. The 
mayor and staff attend to respond to citizen concerns. In subsequent 
months these delegates meet weekly or biweekly in each district to 
acquaint themselves with the technical criteria involved in requesting 
a project be brought to a district and to deliberate about the district’s 
needs. Representatives from the city’s departments participate accord-
ing to their specialties. These intermediary meetings come to a close 
when, at a second regional plenary, regional delegates prioritize the 
district’s demands and elect councillors to serve on the Municipal 
Council of the Budget. The council is a 42-member forum of represen-
tatives of all the districts and thematic meetings. Its main function is 
to reconcile the demands of each district with available resources, and 
to propose and approve an overall municipal budget. The resulting 
budget is binding – the city council can suggest changes but not require 
them. The budget is submitted to the mayor who may veto it and 
remand it to the Municipal Council of the Budget, but this has never 
happened. (Lewit, 2002)

In the new millennium, European institutions (such as the ones cited 
above) recognize the need to reform existing democratic practices by 
introducing new instruments of citizens’ participation to public delibera-
tion. They are not the only ones: local, regional and national govern-
ments have also attempted to innovate and renew democratic procedures, 
reacting to the perceived decline in conventional forms of participation 
as well as in trust in representative institutions. A particularly innovative 
experiment – destined to be imitated and much discussed everywhere 
around the world – is the participatory budget in Porto Alegre, described 
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above. In this chapter, I will review the main – different – logics behind 
these attempts, as well as assessing their capacity to improve democracy, 
by bridging liberal institutions with participatory and deliberative 
models.

Institutional experiments with deliberative democracy: 
an introduction

Conceptions of deliberative democracy, even when joined with participa-
tory elements, have had effects on existing democratic institutions. As 
Russell Dalton (2004, 204) observed, ‘the public’s democratic expecta-
tions place a priority on reforms that move beyond traditional forms of 
representative democracy. Stronger political parties, fairer elections, more 
representative electoral systems will improve the democratic process, but 
these reforms do not address expectations that the democratic process 
will expand to provide new opportunities for citizen input and control.’ 
In fact, reforms that just aim at ‘turning the clock back’ vis-à-vis recent 
transformations have been considered as either unrealistic or insuffi cient 
(Dryzek 2010, 205). Innovation implies, instead, giving citizens the pos-
sibility to participate in various ways at various levels. As Cheryl S. King, 
Kathryn M. Feltey and Bridget O’Neill Susel stressed, ‘empowering citi-
zens means designing processes where citizens know that their participa-
tion has the potential to have an impact, where a representative range of 
citizens are included, and where there are visible outcomes’ (1998, 318).

In the search for complementary sources of legitimation that could 
allow them to face the challenge of a weak electoral accountability and 
the erosion of a ‘legitimation by the output’ (in terms of good perfor-
mances), public institutions have more and more discussed various forms 
of involvement of citizens in decision making. At the beginning of the 
new millennium, the White Paper on European Governance by the Com-
mission of the European Communities (2001) recognized the principle 
of participation by means of open consultation with citizens and their 
associations as one of the fundamental pillars of European Union gov-
ernance. Building on the Charter of Fundamental Rights and within the 
context of the debate on ‘The Future of Europe’, the European Commis-
sion urged the identifi cation of ways to constructively manage change by 
more actively involving European citizens in decision making: ‘Failure 
to do so might fuel “citizenship” defi cit, or even encourage protest’ 
(2001, 10). The experience of the Convention for the Elaboration of the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights provided examples for a better involve-
ment of civil society in the European Union. A conception of a govern-
ment with the people has been put forward at EU level as a third way 
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‘between government by and of the people at national level, and gover-
nance for and with the people at the EU level’ (Schmidt 2006, 9).

At the national and, especially, at the local levels, research on co-
management in public policies has noted, if not a change in paradigm, at 
least the experimentation with different bases of legitimacy through the 
incorporation of different points of view. Within the frame of governing 
with the people, experiments with deliberative and participatory democ-
racy in public decision making have developed as ways of increasing the 
participation of citizens, in the creation of high-quality communicative 
arenas and, therefore, citizens’ empowerment. The adopted formulas are, 
indeed, varied. In a study commissioned by the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD), David Shand and Morten 
Arnberg (1996) proposed a continuum of participation from minimal 
involvement to community control through regular referendums, with 
intermediate steps such as consultation, partnership and delegation (in 
which control over developing policy options is handed to a board of 
community representatives within a framework specifi ed by the govern-
ment). Similarly, Patrick Bishop and Glyn Davis (2002) distinguished 
among consultation, partnership and control. Consultation practices 
include key contracts surveys, interest group meetings, public meetings, 
discussion papers, public hearings; partnership includes advisory boards, 
citizens’ advisory committees, policy community forums, public inquiries; 
controls include referendums, community parliaments, electronic voting. 
We might add the above-mentioned participatory budget as an instance 
of the control type of participation.

In this panoply of institutional experiments, one could distinguish, 
with Graham Smith (2009), two main institutional formulas: assem-
bleary is the fi rst, oriented to the construction of a ‘mini-public’; selection 
by lot is the second.

As far as the assembleary model is concerned, institutions of participa-
tory democracy, like neighbourhood assemblies, thematic assemblies, 
neighbourhood councils, consultation committees and strategic partici-
patory plans, form part of local governance in most democratic coun-
tries. In addition, user representatives are often admitted to the institutions 
that govern schools or other public services, which sometimes are even 
handed to citizens’ groups to manage. Particular interest, including 
at the institutional level, was attracted by the previously mentioned 
participatory budget in Porto Alegre. During a long-term experiment, 
the participatory budget acquired an articulate and complex structure, 
oriented to achieving two main objectives: social equality and citizen 
empowerment. A fundamental criterion in the distribution of public 
funds is, in fact, the level of privation of services and wellbeing in the 
different neighbourhoods. The organization of the process was oriented 
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to controlling the limits of assemblies, in particular in terms of blocks 
being put on their decisions, without renouncing the advantages of direct 
democracy. Recognizing its success, the United Nations have defi ned the 
participatory budget as one of the forty ‘best practices’ at global level 
(Allegretti 2003, 173).

As for the ‘mini-publics’ model, from the beginning of the 1960s the 
idea of drawing lots as a democratic method of choosing representatives 
was implemented in citizen juries that emerged in the United States: small 
groups of citizens, drawn from population registers, met to express their 
opinion on some decisions. Similarly, in Denmark, since the 1980s, con-
sensus conferences (these too composed of citizens selected at random) 
are called on to discuss controversial questions, including those with high 
technical content, with the same happening in France in Conférences des 
citoyens, and in Germany in Planungszellen. Similar to this is the delib-
erative poll model, which foresees informed deliberation among citizens 
selected to mirror some social characteristics of the population (Sintomer 
2007, 133ff.). While traditional surveys follow the logic of aggregation 
of individual preferences, deliberative pools – which may involve hun-
dreds of people – aim to discover what public opinion would be if citizens 
had the possibility to study and discuss a certain theme.

Both types of experiments have proliferated at the national and, above 
all, the local level. Although participatory and/or deliberative decision-
making processes continue to be the exception rather than the rule 
(Font 2003, 14; see also Akkerman, Hajer and Grin 2004), they are 
increasingly used (Lowndes, Pratchett and Stoker 2001), as well as 
refl ected upon. ‘Interactive policy-making’ has thus developed, defi ned 
as the ‘political practices that involve consultation, negotiation and/or 
deliberation between government, associations from civil society and 
individual citizens’ (Akkerman, Hajer and Grin 2004, 83; see also 
Akkerman 2001).1

Even though the intensity of participation, its duration and infl uence 
vary greatly between the different participatory mechanisms, they do 
show the insuffi ciency of a merely representative conception of democ-
racy. In the previously mentioned institutional experiments we fi nd in 
fact, in different balances, the objectives of improving managerial capaci-
ties, through greater transparency and the circulation of information, but 
also of transforming social relations, reconstructing social ties and capital 
of solidarity and trust and, from the political point of view, of ‘democ-
ratising democracy’ (Bacqué, Rey and Sintomer 2005).

Research on attempts to extend policy making to citizen participation 
usually focuses on the capacity of such instruments to resolve problems 
created by local opposition to an unpopular use of the local territory 
(Bobbio and Zeppetella 1999). Renn, Webler and Wiedemann spoke of 
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‘forums for exchange that are organized for the purpose of facilitating 
communication between government, citizens, stakeholders and interest 
groups, and businesses regarding a specifi c decision or problem’ (Renn 
et al. 1995, 2). Several of these practices aim at reaching high deliberative 
quality in the sense that ‘all potentially affected groups have equal oppor-
tunity to get involved in the process and equal right to propose topics, 
formulate solutions, or critically discuss taken-for-granted approaches, 
and because decision-making is by exchange of argument’ (Baccaro and 
Papadakis 2004).

Do these institutional experiments fulfi ll these high expectations? If, 
at the end of the 1990s, James Bohman noted ‘a surprising lack of 
empirical case studies of democratic deliberation’ (1998, 419), stressing 
that ‘empirical research is a cure for both a priori scepticism and untested 
idealism about deliberation’ (ibid., 22), empirical research did, however, 
grow exponentially in the years to follow. Empirical studies have 
addressed the evaluation of particular deliberative programmes as 
well as the observation of individual behaviour in experimental groups 
(for surveys, Ryfe 2002; Chambers 2003). While empirical research 
is proliferating, its results are, however, as we are going to see, far 
from consistent. Aware of the diffi culty of implementing normative 
ideals, theoreticians of deliberative democracy are becoming institutional 
designers, promoters and practitioners of various democratic experi-
ments (Dryzek 2010, 8–9). The position towards these experiments by 
various actors, including social movements, is also ambivalent. In par-
ticular, notwithstanding their resonance with the value promoted in 
these institutional experiments, social movements have frequently criti-
cized the results of ‘top-down’ experiments as a merely symbolic rep-
resentation of citizens’ participation, responding to a renewed and more 
sophisticated consensus strategy.

In a survey of 210 social movement organizations (active in the Social 
Forum process in Italy, France, Germany, Spain, Switzerland, Great 
Britain and at the transnational level) conducted within the comparative 
project on Democracy in Europe and the Mobilization of the Society, we 
asked our interviewees about their opinion on these experiments in 
participatory public decision making. We observed a signifi cant interest 
among a large (although not majoritarian) part of our sample, but also 
some scepticism. While 42.3 per cent of the groups did not discuss this 
issue or have no clear stance on it, over one-third (38.5 per cent) declared 
that these participative experiments improve the quality of political deci-
sions and the remaining roughly one-fi fth (19.2 per cent) was sceptical. 
When asked to qualify their judgement on experiments in public decision 
making, almost one-fi fth of the groups spoke of both advantages and 
risks. About half underlined the positive aspects and almost one-third 
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pointed at the negative side of institution-driven experiments (della Porta 
2009a and 2009b).

Critically, such experiments were considered elitist (‘they involve 
mostly experts and not citizens’), but also useless (‘no real changes 
occur’) and even dangerous (‘serve for cooptation of critical engage-
ment’, ‘are used to create political consensus and legitimation of insti-
tutions’). These processes were also labelled as artifi cial (not true 
experiments with a new democratic model) or ‘top-down’ (promoted and 
implemented from the top of the political system). According to social 
movement activists, the ‘palaces of power’ were not really opened to 
citizens’ participation, but remained accessible only to the elites (in par-
ticular the economic ones). The criticism addressed especially the missing 
links between the consultation, deliberation, decision and monitoring 
phases, but also the technocratic distortion of the political debate, the 
pre-selection (by institutions) of relevant social actors to be involved in 
consultation, and in some cases the limited signifi cance of the stakes (as 
signs of a too-cautious approach by the institutions).

There were, however, also positive expectations, which concerned, 
fi rst, the input side of the decision-making process. Institutional experi-
ments are considered to be inclusive (‘they stimulate active citizens’ 
participation’) and bottom-up (‘they express the real needs of citizens’, 
‘people become closer to politics’). Additionally, these experiments were 
positively evaluated for their potential consequences on the output of the 
decision-making process: to attribute more responsibility to the people, 
to foster transparency and publicity of the decision making, to produce 
a more consensual decision making and to allow for the emergence of 
new political styles and administrative practices.

Similar interest, but also skepticism, is confi rmed also by the data 
from a survey of more than 1,000 participants in the fourth ESF. Not-
withstanding the fact that some of the social movement organizations 
have actively promoted these types of experiments, only one-third of our 
activists (30.7 per cent) strongly believed that they were to improve the 
quality of decision making, while 42.5 per cent were moderately opti-
mistic, and 14.3 per cent pessimistic (of whom, 2.6 per cent strongly). 
However, as much as one-third declared they had participated in such a 
process (della Porta and Mosca 2006; della Porta and Andretta 2006).

The performance of institutional experiments

Ambivalent research results, as well as political attitudes towards the 
experiments, might be linked to the ‘conceptual stretching’ of terms such 
as ‘participatory’ and ‘deliberative democracy’, as well as to the different 
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institutional designs and political processes that have brought about their 
development. The above-mentioned experiments in participation are not 
only varied, but also still in an experimental and fl uid form. In their 
analysis of policy making and politics in the network society, Maarten 
Hajer and Hendrik Wagenaar warn us that in these new spaces of politics 
including ‘the practices of policy-making and politics coming from 
below’, ‘there are no pre-given rules that determine who is responsible, 
who has authority over whom, what sort of accountability is to be 
expected’ (Hajer and Wagenaar 2003, 9). The new practices seem to 
‘initially exist in an institutional void’ (2003), without clear rules. Demo-
cratic innovations vary however in terms of participation, deliberation 
and empowerment.

As for participation, major questions have addressed the real chances 
of participation, especially for the poorer areas and groups. Identify-
ing the shift of attention from participation to deliberation as a 
signifi cant change in the critical project of democratic theory, Emily 
Hauptmann has noted that ‘most theorists of deliberative democracy, 
despite such fundamental criticisms of the participatory view, still 
insist that deliberation is a kind of participation or somehow essential 
to it’ (2001, 408).

As mentioned before (see chapter 3), a good deliberation requires 
inclusivity. If normative theorists stress the virtues of participation, 
empirical research indicates, however, the diffi culties these institutional 
experiments encounter in involving citizens. For instance, according to 
a survey of sixteen organizations that attempt to foster better public 
deliberation in local and national communities, ‘participation is closely 
associated with educational level, which in turn is connected to indica-
tors of socio-economic status. Given the selection techniques of these 
organizations (word of mouth, facilitating meetings at public institutions 
like libraries or town halls, advertising in local media) it is likely that 
their reach does not extend much beyond this highly participatory demo-
graphic base’ (Ryfe 2002, 365). This, in its turn, creates problems of 
legitimation for institutions that risk being characterized not only by low 
participation, but also by reproducing (or even increasing) the social 
inequality observed in other forms of political participation. According 
to research on different forms of participation, however, with the exclu-
sion of groups of the very poor, the social distribution of participants is 
broad and heterogeneous (Smith 2009, 41ff.), with even greater involve-
ment by the popular classes in the Porto Alegre participatory budget 
(Gret and Sintomer 2005, 77). In terms of the level and quality of 
participation, the characteristics of the experiments vary according to 
different dimensions: ‘Participation is shaped by the policy problem at 
hand, the techniques and resources available and, ultimately, a political 
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judgment about the importance of the issue and the need for public 
involvement’ (Bishop and Davis 2002, 21).

In general, maximum participation is advocated in assembly models. 
The participatory budget model emphasizes the participation of all citi-
zens interested in determining decisions. As mentioned, the process of 
participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre involves up to 50,000 people 
per year, combining working groups and assemblies on various thematic 
policy areas and territorial sub-areas of the metropolitan city. Various 
rules aim at increasing active participation, among them a rigorously 
observed equal turn in speaking, the election of delegates in proportion 
to the number of participants in public assemblies, and the fi xed annual 
agenda of the main assemblies. The participatory budget model in fact 
stresses participation of all citizens affected by a certain decision. Citi-
zens are pushed to mobilize, ‘because the more people that go to the 
meetings, the more likely they will be able to win the prioritizing vote 
that determines which neighborhoods will benefi t fi rst’ (Abers 2003, 
206). The ‘extremely competitive component’ of the participatory budget 
‘gives it its vitality’, since if the participatory budget ‘did not provide 
the prospective of providing returns to their specifi c needs or concerns, 
most people would not go to the meetings’ (2003). The administration 
also provided incentives to participation in various ways. For instance, 
it hired activists and potential organizers from neighbourhood move-
ments in order to help with the organization of the process; moreover, 
city administrators visited neighbourhoods where participation was low 
(2003, 205). In Porto Alegre, and similar experiments in West Bengal 
and Kerala, this brought about high rates of involvement by poorer, 
less-educated citizens, and women (2003, 245).

In contrast, for mechanisms such as deliberative polls, inclusiveness 
refers to the ideal of a broadly representative jury selection that is able 
to draw on a wide range of experiences and backgrounds. Numbers often 
remain quite low in these cases, and invited participants are selected 
randomly. The rationale is in fact more to see how citizens would decide 
in conditions that allow for an informed discussion, than to improve the 
democratic capacity of those specifi c citizens. The logic of deliberative 
polls is explained as follows by their inventor James Fishkin, a scholar 
of democracy: ‘The deliberative poll is unlike any poll or survey ever 
conducted. Ordinary polls model what the public is thinking, even 
though the public might not be thinking very much or paying much 
attention. A deliberative poll attempts to model what the public would 
think, had it a better opportunity to consider the question at issue’ 
(Fishkin 1997, 162).

As for deliberation, the discursive quality of the process is infl uenced 
by the spread of information as well as the plurality of arguments. 
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Political theorists have defi ned deliberation as a specifi c decision-making 
device likely to direct participants towards shared interests through 
high-quality debates. Personal involvement in the participatory process 
may signifi cantly change one’s attitude, perspective and value priorities. 
Indeed, ‘rather than aggregating (exogenously generated) preferences 
or fi ltering them, deliberative democracy proceeds through a transfor-
mation of the preferences during the discussion and as a result of it’ 
(Elster 1997, 11; also Manin and Blondiaux 2002). Participation is 
said to become a ‘school of democracy’: the more citizens participate 
in decision-making processes, the more they are enlightened and 
informed (Pateman 1970; see also chapter 4). Even participation in 
citizens’ jury is said to promote civic engagement (Gastil et al. 2010). 
Notwithstanding the differences in the numbers of citizens participat-
ing, the shared assumption concerning the procedures employed for 
the selection of citizens is that ordinary citizens have both the will 
and the capacity to take important decisions and to do so in the 
public interest.

From the empirical point of view, while some studies conclude that 
citizens’ participation in policy making increases effi ciency and legiti-
macy, others express doubts about its capacity to solve free-rider prob-
lems and produce optimal decisions, or to facilitate the achievement of 
the public good (Renn et al. 1996; Petts 1997; Hajer and Kesselring 
1999; Grant, Perl and Knoepfel 1999). Additionally, the quality of the 
discourse is not automatically improved through participation: research 
has, rather, stressed some trade-offs between participation and discursive 
quality.

Democratic innovations differ in terms of attention paid to the rele-
vance of an informed arena. For the mini-publics (such as citizens’ juries), 
the quality of discourse is related to the range of information to which 
citizens are exposed in the forum, their opportunity to question wit-
nesses, their ability to refl ect on the experiences and perspectives of 
fellow citizens with various backgrounds, and the stable expectations 
and relations of trust that can be fostered among participants. Delibera-
tion is in fact here defi ned as ‘the process by which individuals sincerely 
weight the merits of competing arguments in discussions together’ 
(Fishkin 2009, 33). Mini-publics should thus show ‘what people would 
think under good conditions’ (2009, 83). So, it was noted regarding 
citizens’ juries and the like that ‘although such forums can only approxi-
mate the ideal of inclusiveness and equality of voice through sampling 
procedures, they do foster conditions under which informed and demo-
cratic deliberation can take place and directly involve citizens from a 
cross-section of society. Empirical backing is emerging for the theoretical 
claim made for the transformative and educative power of democratic 
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deliberation’ (Smith 2001, 82). The presence of normal citizens (rather 
than the self-selected ideologically committed ones that populate assem-
blies) should ensure open-mindedness and, therefore, better chances that 
arguments are sincerely weighted (Dryzek 2010, 156). Innovative demo-
cratic experiments such as deliberative opinion polls, citizens’ juries and 
consensus conferences all share the fact that ‘a cross-section of the popu-
lation is brought together for three to four days to discuss an issue of 
public concern; citizens are exposed to a variety of information and hear 
a wide range of views from witnesses who they are able to cross-examine; 
and fairness of the proceedings is entrusted to an independent facilitating 
organization’ (Smith 2000). In general, the environment of mini-publics 
is structured so as to facilitate the voice of and interaction between citi-
zens through independent facilitators (Smith 2009, 83). Facilitators have 
an important role here, both in ensuring inclusiveness and in encouraging 
an ethos of mutual respect during deliberations.

The deliberative quality is less central for assembleary forms. About 
participatory budgeting, Abers expresses much doubt ‘that purely delib-
erative processes ever occur in participatory fora’, even though ‘delibera-
tion became more and more common over time as participants gained 
experience with public debate’ and ‘developed their capacity to argue 
and reason’ (2003, 206). Only in a second move in fact does the delib-
erative dimension of the participatory forums come in and turn such 
forums into civic learning spaces. Argument and reason come to the fore 
– although usually not totally replacing ‘strategic bargaining that is 
intended to give maximum advantage to one’s own interests’ – only 
because people are ‘forced to confront their needs with others’ (Abers 
2003, 206). According to Gianpaolo Baiocchi (2001), the participatory 
budget in Porto Alegre also includes rules oriented to improving com-
munication. Moreover, there is a didactic component embedded in the 
meetings devoted to learning procedures and rules, as well as specifi c 
competencies related to budgeting and specifi c skills in debating and 
mobilizing resources for collective goals (2003).

The quality of communication is in general expected to be negatively 
affected by the size of the arena. Fung observes that ‘If there is a magic 
number for a group that is small enough so that all of its members can 
contribute seriously to an ongoing discussion, and yet large enough to 
offer diverse views and ample energies, it is probably not so far from 
the actual number of people that actually participate in groups consti-
tuted by the Chicago reforms’ (2003, 132) – that is, between ten and 
twenty participants (2003, 128). In general, the larger the decisional 
arena, the more arduous the task of actual deliberation (and consensus): 
‘Beyond a very small number of participants (certainly fewer than 20), 
deliberation breaks down “with speech-making replacing conversation 
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and rhetorical appeals replacing reasoned arguments” ’ (Parkinson 2003, 
181).2

Nevertheless, experiments such as community dialogue aim at com-
bining involvement of a large number of participants and discursive 
quality through a multi-step process: ‘The dialogue proceeds through 
agenda setting, strategy development, and decision making. The agenda 
setting round asks the community to defi ne the scope and terms of the 
dialogue. The strategy development round asks citizens to identify prom-
ising options and the decision making round asks citizens to select the 
preferred course’ (Weeks 2000, 362).3

As far as empowerment is concerned, democratic experiments vary in 
how much decisional power is granted to the new arenas. As Graham 
Smith (2009, 17) sums it up, the empirical evidence suggests that ‘the 
deep scepticism expressed by citizens about their capacity to affect the 
decision-making process is often justifi ed. . . . The prevailing division of 
powers between public authorities and citizens is far from challenged.’ 
The level of empowerment is linked to the specifi c place the deliberative 
arena occupies in policy making. Focusing attention on different empiri-
cal cases, research has highlighted a generally low level of power attribu-
tion to these institutional experiments. It is, in fact, still unclear how 
deliberative arrangements relate to those formal institutions that orga-
nize representation along territorial lines, and ‘how deliberative proce-
dures themselves might operate within both secondary associations and 
more formal political institutions’ (Johnson 1998, 175–76).4

Dryzek distinguishes several potential impacts of mini-publics, such 
as making policy, infl uencing policy making or infl uencing the public 
opinion. Empowered policy making, however, ‘almost never happens’ 
(2010, 169). Above all, the power of the ‘mini-publics’, created by 
drawing lots to discuss relevant issues, is limited to a general moral 
suasion. As its promoter notes, ‘A deliberative poll is not meant to 
describe or predict public opinion. Rather, it prescribes. It has recom-
mendatory force of recommendation: these are the conclusions people 
come to, were they better informed on the issue, and had they the oppor-
tunity and the motivation to examine those issues seriously’ (Fishkin 
1997, 162). In general, the recommendations of the mini-publics are 
considered within complex processes, in which other actors tend to have 
greater infl uence (Smith 2009, 93). Nevertheless, some similar delibera-
tive experiments, for example the programming cells in Germany, have 
had a certain infl uence on decisions (2009, 93).

Higher levels of empowerment can instead be found in assembleary 
types of experiment. In particular, the participatory budget in Porto 
Alegre manages up to 20 per cent of the annual budget and makes 
possible a positive response to about one-third of requests presented 
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by citizens (Santos 1998, 493). As mentioned in the incipit of this 
chapter, decisions made through the participatory budget process are 
implemented by the administration.

Another central theme regards the types of citizens that are empow-
ered. The risk of the unequal distribution of resources between the dif-
ferent interests in the fi eld (wealth, social prestige, number, aggregation 
capacity) in these democratic experiments, resulting in political inequal-
ity, became apparent long ago. In other words, it may be that those who 
are further ‘empowered’ are those that already have power. Without the 
fi lter of parties, the lobbying pressures of the best organized can have 
better chances of success, and public action can move away from the 
pursuit of the public good. The weakening of the public function through 
the transfer of decision-making power to free negotiation between car-
riers of different interests could, in fact, reward the richest in terms of 
resources, individual and organized, and penalize the poorest. Direct 
participation tends to legitimate a recourse to collecting opinions, but 
the decisions that count are taken by ever more limited groups. In addi-
tion, participation is often not only limited, but also unequal, with the 
agenda being controlled by the most educated and well-off (Young 2000).

If it is true that one of the functions that these new arenas can fulfi l 
is that of rendering the decision-making process more transparent (della 
Porta 2008a), it is, however, necessary to make sure that they do not 
transform into covers for decisions that are actually taken elsewhere. To 
avoid manipulation by the strongest groups, the need to favour above 
all the participation of those groups that meet with the most diffi culties 
in organizing collectively has been underlined. In this case too, different 
types of existing experiments present diverse capacities for guaranteeing 
the empowerment of citizens that possess fewer material resources.

How to explain the different characteristics of 
deliberative experiments

The democratic qualities of the new models in decision making vary, 
then. The quality of deliberative experiments on the various dimensions 
is clearly linked, as we have already seen, to institutional designs, 
which vary, fi rst of all, according to the type and range of issues 
addressed. Cohen and Rogers distinguished projects aimed at increasing 
the effi ciency of specifi c public services by involving their users (as in 
policing, education and the environment) from those dealing with larger 
policy issues and thus involving potentially all citizens (such as town 
budgets). According to these authors, those of the fi rst type ‘aim to 
solve bounded policy challenges’, and those of the second ‘aim to 
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transform fundamental balances of social power’ (2003, 260). The 
fi rst ‘are set against a background in which imbalances of power are 
not of obvious relevance to decision-making’ and in which the main 
purpose is to achieve co-ordination for mutual benefi t (2003, 250). In 
the second, the deliberative problem-solving arrangements are ‘part of 
much larger political projects, themselves aimed precisely at changing 
a more fundamental balance of power between large forces in society’ 
(2003, 251).

Existing research indicates many possible shifts in the issues addressed. 
Abers, for instance, explains the participation of ordinary people in the 
participatory budget experiment by the fact that the programme initially 
focused on local issues that were important to neighbourhood residents: 
‘there was no need to convince poor Porto Alegre residents that basic 
sanitation, fl ood control, street pavements, bus services, schools, and 
health posts were important to their lives’ (2003, 204). People are ‘not 
drawn into the process because they wish to deliberate, but because they 
wish to get infrastructure for their own neighborhoods, to improve their 
lives’ (2003, 206). Nevertheless, ‘through the participatory process itself, 
people begin to perceive the needs of others, develop some solidarity, 
and conceptualize their own interests more broadly’ (2003, 206).

Differences among the various models of deliberative democracy also 
depend upon the characteristics of the policy entrepreneurs and the 
political support they achieve for the democratic innovations. In terms 
of degree and quality of participation, the characteristics of the experi-
ments vary according to ‘the policy problem at hand, the techniques and 
resources available and, ultimately, a political judgment about the impor-
tance of the issue and the need for the public involvement’ (Bishop and 
Davis 2002, 21). Administrators, citizens, stake-holders and experts may 
all desire participation, but for quite different reasons. Thus they may 
have different ideas about how the process should be conducted, and 
evaluate the results of specifi c experiments accordingly (Renn et al. 1995, 
5). Relevant questions address fi rst of all the origin of the arena: who 
took the initiative in setting it up? Who has the power to end it? In 
particular, we shall distinguish cases in which access to the policy-making 
process originates from a bottom-up initiative and those in which it 
originates from the top (Fung and Wright 2001).

Some democratic innovations have been promoted by social move-
ment organizations. The model for many of these is the already-men-
tioned participatory budgeting, implemented since 1988 by the 
Municipality of Porto Alegre (Alfonsin and Allegretti 2003). Established 
by left-wing parties deeply rooted in civic society associations, the experi-
ment aimed at mobilizing and activating the poor and dispossessed. 
There, ‘the relevant participatory bodies are both effect and cause of a 
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wider political mobilization that enabled groups to participate who had 
not participated before, and, importantly, those bodies have much wider 
powers than the more policy-specifi c bodies considered in the US cases’ 
(Cohen and Rogers 2003, 251).

In Europe, this approach to local budgeting was specifi cally proposed 
by organizations of the global justice movement (i.e. Démocratiser radi-
calement la démocratie; Carta del nuovo municipio), discussed in the 
ESFs and supported by local Social Forums. European local institutions, 
especially those governed by the Left, began in the early 2000s to promote 
participatory budgeting experiments, although generally on a more 
limited and controlled scale than in Brazil. Moreover, environmental 
associations in particular promoted parts of Agenda 21, stimulating a 
participatory process at the local level concerning social and environ-
mental developmental sustainability, approved at the Global Conference 
on the Environment in Rio de Janeiro in 1990 and characterized by a 
widening space of participation for citizens and their associations.5 Most 
deliberative experiments have, however, been promoted top-down.

The national administrative and political cultures within which par-
ticipatory experiments develop also play an important role (Sintomer, 
Herzberg and Röcke 2007). In France, where experiments with delibera-
tive democracy have been defi ned mainly within a ‘policy of proximity’ 
framework, the 1992 law strengthening decentralization, and the cre-
ation in 1995 of a Commission Nationale du Débat Public (CNDP, 
National Commission of Public Debate), refl ected an emphasis on par-
ticipation (Blatrix 2003). In Spain, democratic innovations developed 
within a radical turn from a centralized unitary state into the semi-
federalism of the Comunidades Autonómicas participatory practices; in 
Italy they are rooted in urban planning. In Switzerland, they seem infl u-
enced by a long tradition of institutionally driven participation of citizens 
in decision-making processes through referendums and popular initia-
tives. In Germany, so-called round tables, stemming from the period after 
the fall of the communist regime in East Germany, continue to exist in 
a number of cities, focussing, for example, on problems of unemploy-
ment, integration of immigrants, and local social policies (Rocke 2009).

However, quality public deliberation requires the existence of some 
shared norms: a deliberative process is facilitated by the presence of 
common objectives, and by focussing the debate on the best way of 
reaching them. For this, cooperative processes are often successful in 
creating territorial pacts that bring together actors united by the goal of 
economic development. These tend, however, to exclude and be opposed 
by actors (such as residents’, consumers’, public service users’ groups) 
that hold a different conception of development (and democracy). The 
defi nition of common norms is thus a crucial moment that cannot easily 
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be left to negotiation between actors. The risk to be avoided is that this 
market self-regulates to the detriment of the weakest interests, but also 
of the weakest political power, snared by particularistic interests. Partici-
pation in deliberative arenas must not, therefore, lead to any removal of 
accountability from public institutions.

Conclusion

At the local, but also transnational, levels, social movements’ criticism 
of representative democracy has been accompanied by proposals for 
alternative institutions. Deliberative and participatory forms in public 
decision making have been experimented with in various contexts and, 
especially, much discussed as possible bridging arenas between institu-
tions and the citizens. In many cases, social movement organizations 
actively promoted these types of experiments, as ways of channelling the 
emerging demands into political institutions, but also of propagating an 
alternative model of politics and democracy ‘from below’. The degree of 
inclusiveness, the quality of the discourse, and the decisional power 
devolved to these emerging institutions varies, in fact, signifi cantly in the 
different forms (mini-public or assembleary) they take. Each of them 
seems to present advantages and disadvantages along these three dimen-
sions, while it seems diffi cult to maximize all elements at the same time. 
All in all, most of these experiments do not seem to live up to the expec-
tations they create, as standards of inclusiveness, discursive qualities and, 
especially, empowerment, remain low. However, they testify to the search 
for alternative institutions, able to combine different democratic prin-
ciples and qualities. They also represent additional arenas for participa-
tion and deliberation, whose development depends on the different 
balance of individual and collective commitment.
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Saved? A Conclusion

10

Democracies, and by far not just the new ones among them, are not 
functioning well. (Offe 2011, 447)

This is how a major political theorist, Claus Offe, synthesized the state 
of democracy today. As he observed, when refl ecting around this crisis, 
one has to keep in mind the question, ‘What is democracy good for?’ 
(2011, 448). This question is relevant for scholars, but also for the citi-
zens of (old and new) democracies.

The present decade started with a new wave of democratization in 
North Africa and the Middle East – all the more important as this geo-
political area had been long considered to be unfertile soil for democracy. 
They also opened, however, with a new wave of protest, especially in the 
Western and Northern parts of the globe, that targeted representative 
democracy in various ways:

• fi rst, the fi nancial crisis in what used to be considered ‘advanced 
democracies’ – now faced, e.g., with economic growth in authoritar-
ian China – challenged the idea that democracy is economically more 
effi cient and successful (an image often stressed with regard to the 
collapse of ‘real socialism’ in Eastern Europe).

• second, the policies that had produced the crisis, and were then 
used to address it, challenged another founding myth: that in demo-
cratic countries, equal political rights tend to spill over to social 
equalities. By stigmatizing economic inequalities, the mentioned 
protests challenged a certain understanding of democracy.



CAN DEMOCRACY BE SAVED? A CONCLUSION 185

• third, ‘really existing democracies’ were especially criticized as politi-
cally unable to live up to their promises of equal representation: 
faced with evidence of corruption and collusion between economic 
and political power, governments (but also parliamentary opposi-
tions) were accused of representing ‘the 1%’ leaving the ‘99%’ 
unrepresented.

These protests developed in a context already characterized by growing 
dissatisfaction with a liberal conception of democracy that neoliberal 
trends had made all the more minimalistic in the recognition of not only 
social, but also political, participation rights. Research had indicated a 
defi nite decline in the quality of democracy (Diamond and Morlino 
2005) as well as in citizens’ satisfaction with the functioning of demo-
cratic institutions (e.g., Putnam and Pharr 2000). Political parties have 
lost support and trust; citizens are voting less and they are more volatile 
in their party preferences (e.g., Dalton 2004; della Porta 2008a). In a 
vicious circle, politicians tend to rely more and more on (ephemeral) 
personalistic appeals and less and less on the development of identifi able 
programmes or collective identities, thus increasing disaffection. In sum, 
while the number of countries recognized as meeting at least minimal 
democratic standards has increased steadily, the quality of existing 
democracy is declining. As Offe aptly synthesized:

causal narratives on the crisis of democracy include economic global-
ization and the absence of effective supranational regulatory regimes; 
the exhaustion of the left-to-the-center political ideas and the hege-
mony of market-liberal public philosophies, together with their anti-
statist implications; and the impact of fi nancial and economic crises 
and the ensuing fi scal starvation of nation states which threatens to 
undermine their state capacity. (Offe 2011, 457)

In this volume, I have suggested that, in order to assess the challenges 
to democracy, as well as its potential ‘to be saved’, we have to distin-
guish, however, between the different and ever-changing meanings of 
democracy. Different conceptions of democracy are indeed discussed in 
theory and experimented in practice. Challenges to the liberal concep-
tion, long considered as hegemonic, bring (or bring back) our attention 
to participatory and/or deliberative conceptions of democracy. Formal 
and informal institutions develop, fi nding different balances between 
different democratic qualities. These diverse conceptions are intertwined 
in two recent debates: that on the potential contribution of new tech-
nologies to democratic development, and that on the perspectives for 
global democracy.
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Throughout this volume, I have looked at challenges and opportuni-
ties for different conceptions of democracy. Indeed, I have observed that 
the liberal conception does not refl ect in an exhaustive manner the real 
functioning of the democratic state in any of its different periods of 
existence. It is also partial insofar as it implicitly sees states as the only 
arena of democracy. The vision of democracy as mere electoral account-
ability, or a specifi c form of preference counting, has instead been trans-
formed from within, as rights were extended in breadth and depth. 
Especially in Western Europe, the labour movement played in fact a most 
important role in developing ideas of collective rights and increased 
participation, as well as in linking (in theory and practice) political rights 
with social rights.

Beyond electoral accountability, research on social movements and 
protest, but also on other actors of civil society, has in fact focussed 
its attention on the many arenas in which forms of democracy are 
founded on diverse principles. Linked to this, research on the long 
processes of the fi rst democratization has underlined the importance of 
non-electoral circuits for the functioning of the democratic state. The 
infl uence that protest exerted in regimes with restricted electorates did 
not pass through elections, even if parliaments became targets for 
demands. In fact, in their concrete evolution, existing democratic regimes 
mitigated the ideal-typical principles of liberal democracy, mixing them 
with others stemming from other conceptions of democracy.

These evolutions were partly produced by the claims of social move-
ments, and partly by institutional responses oriented to overcoming 
perceived challenges in terms of legitimacy and effi ciency. If the workers’ 
movement has, in many diverse historical contexts, contributed to the 
development of liberal democracy, demanding the extension of suffrage 
and the right to expression and protest, it has nevertheless also contrib-
uted to transforming the liberal individualist conception, claiming col-
lective rights and practising forms of participatory democracy. In more 
recent social movements, the participatory practices have become inter-
twined with attention to a deliberative democracy oriented to creating 
multiple public spheres open to the construction of collective identities.

In the past as in the present, social movements have demanded but 
also prefi gured diverse models of democracy. As I have suggested all 
through this volume, in a moment of deep crisis of the liberal model, it 
is at these different conceptions of democracy that we have to look if we 
want to save democracy, transforming challenges into opportunities – or, 
as Rosanvallon (2006) put it, if we want to give defi ance a positive 
outcome.

Far from being able to offer a ready-made solution, I hope, in this 
volume, to have contributed some knowledge on the different ways in 
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which democracy can be conceptualized and the different democratic 
qualities that different democratic models emphasized. In particular, 
looking at normative refl ections and empirical research, I have addressed 
the participatory and the deliberative visions of democracy, as well as 
looking at their convergence.

First of all, we have seen that progressive social movements have sup-
ported an expansion of the channels of political participation as well as 
of its forms. In normative theory, participatory democracy is conceptual-
ized as aiming at multiplying the occasions of citizens’ participation, 
beyond elections and also outside of political institutions. Wherever and 
whenever decisions are made, the participation of the citizens is not only 
useful as socialization to democratic values, but also a fundamental 
requirement for a just decisional process. In the labour movement, in 
various moments, related ideas of direct democracy emerged and re-
emerged in criticism of the bureaucratization of mass parties and labour 
unions. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a broad cycle of protest called 
for more social rights, but also more participation in the society. With 
all its imperfection and malfunctioning, the open assembly as the main 
decisional space for recent social movements still refl ects the call for 
direct involvement as opposed to delegation.

If assembleary democracy had its limits, it was indeed from self-
critical refl ections on its pitfalls that deliberative conceptions of demo-
cracy developed. While the stress on participation challenges the 
representativeness of delegates, the emphasis on deliberation challenges 
the majoritarian principle – or at least tries to complement it. Against 
a minimalistic and economist conception of democracy as a market, 
which has spread in political science through the work of Anthony 
Downs (1957), deliberative theorists stress the importance not only (or 
not so much) of counting preferences in a democratic way (that is, that 
each preference counts the same), but also of opinions being formed 
in a democratic way. As preferences and/or identities are always in fl ux, 
the conditions under which they are formed are of vital importance for 
democracy. If Habermas’ thought has been extremely infl uential in this 
enlargement of the democratic conception from preference-counting to 
preference-forming, critical scholars and social movements alike have 
promoted a vision of democracy that has bridged the creation of mul-
tiple public spheres with mobilization from below. In the wave of protest 
of the early 2010s, the prefi guration of public spheres, open and plural, 
found expression in the camps built in the occupied squares in Egypt, 
Spain, Greece, the United States and many other countries around the 
world. These represented the culminating points of visions and practices 
oriented to high-quality communication. Consensus building, as an 
alternative to majoritarian voting, has developed (once again, in theory 
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and practice) with the evolution of the women’s movement, the peace 
movement and, more recently, the global justice movement, and with 
their self-refl exive critique of the risks of merely participatory visions 
but also of the potential pitfalls of consensus.

We have also seen that the value of participation and deliberation 
is high not only for social movements in ‘really existing democracies’, 
but also for those struggling against dictatorship. Research on democ-
ratization shows in fact not only the importance of mobilizations 
from below, but also the tensions between the visions of democracy 
social movements struggle for and their achievements, when powerful 
‘democracy promoters’ impose a liberal vision of democracy.

Can these different conceptions, combined in various forms and 
degrees, save democracy in our troubled times? All through the volume, 
I have noted how some developments provide resources for participation 
and deliberation. Critical citizens are not necessarily disaffected citizens. 
Many of them could become, as seems to have happened in 2011, com-
mitted citizens, willing to invest their time, energy and knowledge in the 
attempt to fi nd solutions to complex problems. Critical citizens do not 
see reasons for loyalty, but often practise voice rather than exit. In fact, 
in the contemporary world, citizens are politically active, even if less so 
in conventional forms and more so in unconventional ones.

In the growth of these critical resources, social trends interact with 
political ones. Increasing education helps to spread the belief in one’s 
own ‘droit de parole’ that, in its turn, pushes citizens to mobilize against 
cuts in the public education system, in investments in health and pen-
sions, in workers’ rights and the right to work. New technologies offer 
some instruments for these democratic innovations, even though they 
also present risks of increased control and growing tensions between the 
virtual and the real. The high density of communication also helps the 
development of cosmopolitan identities, at least as much as it creates 
localist and nationalist backlash. At the same time, however, the acknowl-
edgement of the need to think, and act, globally raises the uneasy task 
of imagining institutions of global democracy, and in a moment in which 
even the national ones are in crisis.

At the local, national and supranational levels, institutions have 
reacted to challenges and claims through an incoherent mix of exclusion 
and adaptation. Research on protest policing indicates in fact a tendency 
to move away from inclusive defi nitions of the right to protest, with an 
– albeit differentiated – increase in practices of ‘selective incapacitation’ 
of protest. As said, these tendencies are much more worrying when 
liberal democracy appears progressively less legitimate to critical citizens 
and the creation of arenas of participation and deliberation as ever more 
urgent.
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At the same time, however, participatory and deliberative conceptions 
and practices have also developed at the institutional level. Within the 
conception of ‘government with the people’ (Schmidt 2006, 6), experi-
ments in participatory and deliberative democracy in public decision-
making processes have indeed been carried out as a means for increasing 
citizen participation by creating high-quality communicative arenas and 
giving power to citizens. These also aim to overcome the partial solutions 
recently developed to confront the weaknesses of representative democ-
racy, which appear very far from satisfactory. Technocratic models of 
democracy, which assume the existence of consensual objectives (such as 
economic development) to be reached by means of experts or bureau-
cracy are accused of snatching power from citizens (and alienating them) 
(Sanderson 1999). Media democracy, with legitimization fi ltered through 
means of mass communication, has facilitated populist appeals, while 
the commercialization of the media system has reduced its capacity to 
promote information and critical debate.

If really existing democracies suffer from a ‘vast underutilization of 
political resources’ (Offe 2011, 461), an increase in the participatory and 
deliberative qualities of democracy can help to overcome it. To the ques-
tion, then, ‘Can democracy be saved?’, the answer could therefore be 
optimistic, but the (ever-mutable) solutions require changes in concep-
tions and practices of democracy as much as in our ways of looking at 
them. Delegation and majority voting no longer work in the face of more 
and more defi ant citizens and complex, global problems, which require 
local as well as specialized knowledge. An image of democracy as a 
market perniciously pushes for individual egoism when collective com-
mitment is called for instead. Conceptions and practices of democracy 
as participation and deliberation can help to address democracy in this 
‘era of defi ance’ (Rosanvallon 2006).



Notes

1 Models of Democracy: An Introduction

 1 Unless otherwise stated, translations are by the author of this volume.

2 Liberal Democracy: Evolution and Challenges

 1 Accessed 19 September 2012.

3 Participatory Democracy

 1 Arnstein (1969) refers to delegated power as situations in which citizens 
achieve authority over a particular plan or programme through negotiations 
between them and public offi cials. ‘At this level’, she says, ‘the ladder has 
been scaled to the point where citizens hold the signifi cant cards to assure 
accountability of the program to them’ (1969, 222). In these situations, 
‘power holders need to start the bargaining process rather than respond to 
pressure from the other end’ (1969, 222). She then refers to a citizen control 
situation – the highest rung – as one ‘which guarantees that participants or 
residents can govern a program or an institution, be in full charge of policy 
and managerial aspects, and be able to negotiate the conditions under which 
“outsiders” may change them’ (1969, 223): a situation where ‘have-not 
citizens obtain the majority of decision-making seats’ (1969, 216).

 2 In the second half of the 1700s, petitions with up to 250,000 signatures were 
circulated in England (Tilly 1995, 173); in the 1830s, an average of more 
than thirty protest events was recorded every month; hundreds of new 
associations were formed between 1830 and 1832 to request a reform of 
the parliamentary system.
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 3 The concept of the public sphere in fact emerged alongside the possibil-
ity – brought by the modern age – of distinguishing between the public, 
linked to the State, and the private, excluded from the State’s sphere of 
intervention.

 4 In Victorian Great Britain, bread riots occurred during poor harvests, when 
the ‘Victorian poor’, still without the vote, ‘appeared – tumultuous, violent 
and not altogether ignorant of their interest – at election hustings’ (Hinton 
1974, 17).

 5 At this time, ‘More than any other, the strike confi rmed itself as the major 
form of working-class action’ (Perrot 1986, 106), increasing from around 
100 in 1880 to 1,000 in 1906.

 6 As Keane (2003, 82) observes, ever since the birth of the movement against 
slavery at the end of the eighteenth century, we can speak of civility politics, 
that is ‘initiatives of organized citizens that seek to ensure that no-one appro-
priates or arbitrarily uses the state means of violence against civil societies, 
at home or elsewhere’.

 7 The attitude of the Left towards movements was also infl uenced by internal 
electoral competition. The propensity to support social movements tended, 
in fact, to increase in situations of electoral instability, which makes the 
conquest of new blocs of votes particularly important, and in the presence 
of competition between left-wing parties. In addition, left-wing parties in 
opposition saw important allies against right-wing governments in social 
movements.

4 Deliberative Democracy: Between Representation and Participation

 1 In each country and at the transnational level, we selected about thirty 
organizations that had been involved in the main initiatives of the global 
justice movement (among them the European Social Forums), ensuring 
variance especially on the main issues addressed. Lists of organizations 
that had signed calls for action at Social Forums (at the national, 
European and global levels) and other important movement events were 
used to single out the groups belonging to the ‘core’ of the movement 
networks. A common sampling strategy was agreed upon in order to 
collect comparable data, covering social movement organizations repre-
senting different streams within the movement (environmentalist, pacifi st, 
women’s rights, unions, gay, migrant and human rights activists, squatters 
and so on), organizations that stemmed from the global justice move-
ment (local social forums, Attac), as well as Web sites of media close 
to it (periodical magazines, radio stations, newspapers, and networks of 
independent communication).

 2 Though we aimed at covering the same organizations for the two types of 
analysis (documents and interviews with representatives), this was not always 
possible. We did interview the representatives of about 90 per cent of the 
organizations whose documents were analysed in the previous part of the 
research.
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6 The Challenge of Global Governance

 1 Traditionally, the presidency of the WB went to the USA, that of the IMF to 
Europe, but the international relations scholar Gilpin recognizes the infl uence 
of the United States on both institutions (2000, 48).

9 Deliberative Experiments inside Institutions

 1 In the same vein, this has been labelled ‘collaborative policy making’ (Innes 
and Booher 2003) or ‘cooperative democracy’ (Bogumil 2002).

 2 According to Parkinson, there is thus ‘very little in mass public communica-
tion, including a great deal of media debate, large-scale referendum processes, 
or even public meetings, which merits the label “deliberative” ’ (2003, 181).

 3 Weeks assessed the practical feasibility of the model through four large-scale 
implementations, each addressing controversial and politically charged issues 
in cities ranging in population from 100,000 to 400,000.

 4 More radical critiques are presented in Sanders (1997) and Walzer (1999).
 5 Research has indicated that the extent of effective implementation of Agenda 

21 varies greatly cross-nationally and within countries; its local implementa-
tions also vary greatly in the extent to which they are inclusive, participatory 
or involved in decision making (Lafferty 2002; Lucas, Ross and Fuller 2003).
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