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Advanced Democracies
and the New Politics

RUSSELL J. DALTON, SUSAN E. SCARROW, AND BRUCE E. CAIN

, ver the past quarter-century in advanced industrial
W democracies. citizens, public interest groups, and
wer? political elites have shown decreasing confidence in
‘e institutions and processes of representative government. In
most of these nations, electoral turnout and party membership

1ave declined, and citizens are increasingly skeptical of politi- -

>ians and political institutions.'

Along with these trends often go louder demands to
:xpand citizen and interest-group access to politics, and to
restructure democratic decision-making processes. Fewer
seople may be voting, but more are signing petitions, join-
ing lobby groups. and engaging in unconventional forms of
political action.” Referenda and ballot initiatives are grow-
ing in popularity; there is growing interest in processes of
jeliberative or consultative democracy;® and there are regu-
lar calls for more reliance on citizen advisory committees for
policy formation and administration—especially at the local
level, where direct involvement is most feasible. Contempo-
rary democracies are facing popular pressures to grant more
access. increase the transparency of governance, and make
government more accountable.

Amplifying these trends. a chorus of political experts has
been calling for democracies to reform and adapt. Mark Warren
writes, “Democracy, once again in favor, is in need of concep-
tual renewal, While the traditional concerns of democratic the-
ory with state-centered institutions remain importantly crucial
and ethically central, they are increasingly subject to the limi-
tations we should expect when nineteenth-century concepts
meet twenty-first century realities.”™ U.S. political analyst
Dick Morris similarly observes, “The fundamental paradigm
that dominates our politics is the shift from representative to
direct democracy. Voters want 1o run the show directly and are
impatient with all forms of intermediaries between their opin-
ions and public policy.™ As Ralf Dahrendorf recently summa-
rized the mood of the times, “Representative government is no
longer as compelling a proposition as it once was. Instead. a
search for new institutional forms to express conflicts of inter-
est has begun.”

Many government officials have echoed these sentiments, and
the OQECD has examined how its member states could reform
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their governments to create new connections to their publics.’
Its report testifies:

New forms of representation and public participation are
emerging in all of our countries. These developments
have expanded the avenues for citizens to participate more
fully in public policy making, within the overall frame-
work of representative democracy in which parliaments
continue to play a central role. Citizens are increasingly

- demanding more transparency and accountability from

their governments, and want greater public participation
in shaping policies that affect their lives. Educaied and
well-informed citizens expect governments to take their
views and knowledge into account when making deci-
sions on their behalf. Engaging citizens in policy making
allows governments to respond to these expectations and,
at the same time, design better policies and improve their
implementation.®

If the pressures for political reform are having real effects,
these should show up in changes to the institutional structures
of democratic politics. The most avid- proponents of such
reforms conclude that we may be experiencing the most fun-
damental democratic transformation since the beginnings of
mass democracy in the early twentieth century. Yet cycles of
reform are a recurring theme in democratic history, and pres-
sures for change in one direction often wane as new problems
and possibilities come (o the fore. What is the genéral track
record for democratic institutional reforms in the advanced
industrial democracies over the latter half of the twentieth
century? And what are the implications of this record for the
future of democracy?

Three Modes of Democracy

In a sense, there is nothing new about the call to inject "more
democracy” into the institutions of representative government,
The history of modern democracies is punctuated by repeated
waves of debate about the nature of the democratic process,
some of which have produced major institutional reforms. In
the early twentieth century, for example. the populist movement
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in the United States prompted extensive electoral and governing-
process reformus, as well as the introduction of new forms of
direct democracy.” Parallel institutional changes occurred in
Europe. By the end of this democratic-reform period in the
late 1920s, most Western democracies had become much more
“democratic” in the sense of providing citizens with access to the
political process and making governments more accountable.
A new wave of democratic rhetoric and debate emerged in
the last third of the twentieth century. The stimulus for this first

pean countries. On a limited basis, for example, some European
political parties have experimented with, or even adopted, closed
primaries to select parliamentary candidates.'”

¥ T

n recent deéades, changes in both
attitudes and formal rules have brought

VT

- about a greater general reliance on

appeared mainly among university students and young profes- -

sionals contesting the boundaries of conventional representa-
‘tive democracy. Although their dramatic protests subsequently
waned, they stimulated new challenges that affect advanced
industrial democracies to this day. Citizen interest groups and
other public lobbying organizations, which have proliferated
since the 1960s, press for more access Lo government; expanding
mass media delve more deeply into the workings of government;
and people demand more from government while trusting it less.

The institurional impact of the reform wave of the late twenti-
eth century can be understood interms of three different modes
of democratic politics. One aims at improving the process of
representative democracy in which citizens elect elites. Much
like the populism of the early twentieth century, reforms of this
mode seek to improve electoral processes. Second, there are
calls for new types of direcr democracy that bypass (er comple-
ment) the processes of representative democracy. A third mode
seeks to expand the means of political participation through a
new style of advocacy democracy, in which citizens participate
in policy deliberation and formation—either directly or through
surrogates, such as public interest groups—although the final
decisions are still made by elites.

1) Representative democracy. A major example of reform
in representative democracy can be seen in changes to processes
of electing the U.S. president. In a 30-year span, these elections
underwent a dramatic transformation, in which citizen influence
grew via the spread of state-level primary elections as a meauns
of nominating candidates. In 1968, the Democratic Party had
just 17 presidential primaries while the Republicans had only
16; in 2000 there were Democratic primaries in 40 states and
Republican primaries in 43. As well, both parties—first the
Democrats, then the Republicans—instituted reforms intended
to ensure that convention delegates are more representative of
the public at large, such as rules on the representation of women.
Meanwhile, legislators introduced and expanded public funding
for presidential elections in an effort to limil the influence of
money and so promote citizen equality. If the 1948 Republican
and Democratic candidates, Thomas E. Dewey and Harry S. Tru-
man, were brought back to observe the modern presidentiaj elec-
tion process, they would hardly recognize the system as the same
that nominated them. More recently, reformers have championed
such causes as term limits and campaign-finance reform as rem-
edies for restricting the influence of special interests. In Europe,
populist electoral reform has been relatively restrained by insti-
tutionalized systems of party government, but even so, there are
parallels to what has occuried in the United States in many Euro-

‘mechanisms of direct democracy within
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the advanced industrial democracies.

Generally, the mechanisms of representative democracy
have maintained, and in places slightly increased, citizen access
and influence. It is true that, compared with four decades ago,
electoral turnout is generally down by aboui 10 percent in the
established democracies.' This partially signifies a decrease in
political access (or in citizens’ use of elections as a means of
political access). But at the same time, the “amount of electing”
is up to an equal or greater extent. There has been a pattern
of reform increasing the number of electoral choices available
to voters by changing appointed positions into elected ones."”
{n Europe, citizens now elect members of Parliament for the
European Union; regionalization has increased the number of
elected subnational governments; directly elected mayors and
directly elected local officials are becoming more common; and
suffrage now includes younger voters, aged 18 to 20. Moreover,
the number of political parties has increased, while parties have
largely become more accountable—and the decisions of party
elites more transparent—to their supporters. With the general
expansion in electoral choices, citizens are traveling to the polls
more often and making more electoral decisions.

2) Direct democracy. Initiatives and referenda are the most
common imeans of direct democracy. These allow citizens to
decide government policy without relying on the mediating
influence of representation. Ballot initiatives in particular allow
nongovernmental actors to control the framing of issues and even
the timing of policy debates, tfurther empowering the citizens
and groups that take up this mode of action. In recent decades,
changes in both attitudes and formal rules have brought about
a greater general reliance on mechanisms of direct democracy
within the advanced industrial democracies. The Initiative and
Referendum Institute calculates, for example, that there were
118 statewide referenda in the United States during the 1950s
but 378 such referenda during the 1990s. And a number of
other nations have amended laws and constitutions to provide
greater opportunities for direct democracy at the national and
local levels.'* Britain had its first national referendum in 1975 ;
Sweden introduced the referendum in a constitutional reform
of 1980; and Finland adopted the referendum in 1987. [n these
and other cases, the referendum won new legitimacy as a basis
for national decision making, a norm that runs strongly counter
to the ethos of representative democtacy. There has also been
mounting interest in expanding diréct-democracy through the




innovation of new institutional forms, such as methods of delib-
erative democracy and citizen juries to advise policy makers.'
How fundamental are these changes? On the one hand, the
political impact of a given referendum is limited, since only
a single policy is being decided, so the channels of direct
democracy normally provide less access than do the traditional
channels of representative democracy. On the other hand, the
increasing use of referenda has influenced political discourse—
and the principles of political legitimacy in particular—beyond
the policy at siake in any single referendum. With Britain’s first
referendum on European Comimunity membership in 1975, for
instance, parliamentary sovereignty was now no longer abso-
lute, and the concept of popular sovereignty was concomitantly
legitimized. Accordingly, the legitimacy of subsequent deci-
sions on devolution required additional referenda, and today
contentious issues, such as acceptance of the euro, are perva-
sively considered as matters that “the public should decide.”
So even though recourse to direct democracy remains refatively
limited in Britain, the expansion of this mode of access repre-
sents a significant institutional change—and one that we see
occurring across most advanced industrial democracies.

3) Advocacy democracy. In this third mode, citizens or pub-
lic interest groups interact directly with governments and even
participate directly in the policy-formation process, although
actual decisions remain in the official hands, One nﬁight con-
sider this as a form of traditional lobbying, but it is not. Advo-
cacy democracy involves neither traditional interest groups nor
standard channels of informal interest-group persuasion. Rather,
it empowers individual citizens, citizen groups, or nongovern-
mental organizations to participate in advisory hearings; attend
open government meetings (“government in the sunshine™);
consult ombudsmen to redress grievances; demand information
from government agencies; and challenge government actions
through the courts.

Evidence for the growth of advocacy democracy is less direct
and more difficult to quantify thao is evidence for other kinds
of institutional change. But the overall expansion of advocacy
democracy is undeniable. Administrative reforms, decentraliza-
tion, the growing political influence of courts, and other factors
have created new opportunities for access and influence. During
the latter 1960s in the United States, “maximum feasible par-
ticipation” became a watchword for the social-service reforms
of President Lyndon Johnson's “Great Society” programs. Fol-
lowing this model, citizen consultations and public hearings have
since been embedded in an extensive range of legislation, giving
citizens new points of access to policy formation and administra-
tion. Congressional hearings and state-government meetings have
become public events, and legislation such as the 1972 Federal
Advisory Committee Act even extended open-meeting require-
ments to advisory committees. While only a handful of nations
had freedom-of-information laws in 1970, such laws are now
almost universal in OECD countries. And there has been a gen-
eral diffusion of the ombudsman model across advanced indus-
wial democracies.” “Sunshine” provisions reflect a fundamental
shift in understanding as to the role that elected representatives
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should play-one which would make Edmund Burke turp in his
grave, and which we might characterize as a move away from the
trustee toward the delegare model.

Reforms in this category also include new legal rights aug-
menting the influence of individuals and citizen groups. A pattern
of judicialization in the policy process throughout most Western
democracies, for instance, has enabled citizen groups to launch
class-action suits on behalf of the environment, women’s rights,
or other public interests.’® Now virtually every public interest
can be translated into a rights-based appeal, which provides new
avenues for action through the courts. Moreover, especially in
European democracies, where direct citizen action was initially
quite rare, the expansion of public interest groups, Biirgerinitia-
tiven, and other kinds of citizen groups has substantially enlarged
the public’s repertoire for political action. It is worth noting that
“unconventional” forms of political action, such as protests and
demonstrations, have also grown substantially over this time span.

Citizens and the
Democratic State

If the institutional structure of democracy is changing, how
does this affect the democralic process? The answer is far from
simple and not always positive, for democratic gains in some
areas can be offset by losses in others, as when increased access
produces new problems of democratic governability. In the fol-
lowing pages, we limit our attention .to how these institutional
changes affect the relationship between citizens and the state.

Robert A. Dahl’s writings are a touchstone in this matter.!”
Like many democratic theorists, Dahl tends to equate democ-
racy with the institutions and processes of representative
democracy, paying much less attention to other forms of citizen
participation that may actually represent more important means
of citizen influence over political elites. Thus, while we draw
from Dahl's On Democracy 1o define the essential criteria for a
democratic process, we broaden the framework to include not
only representative democracy but direct democracy and advo-
cacy democracy also. Dahl suggests five criteria for a genuinely
democratic system:'8

1. Inclusion: With minimal exceptions, all permanent adult
residents must have full rights of citizenship.

2. Political equality: When decisions about palicy are
made, every citizen must have an equal and effective
opportunity to participate.

3. Enlightened understanding: Within reasonable limits,
citizens must have equal and effective opportunities 1o
learn about relevant policy alternatives and their likely
consequences.

4. Control of the agenda: Citizens must have the
opportunity to decide which matters are placed on the
public agenda, and how.

5. Effective participation: Before a policy is adopted, all
the citizens must have equal and effective opportunities
for making their views known to other citizens.
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Robert A. Dahl's Democratic Criteria

A

Democratic Criteria Hepresentative Democracy

Inclusion Universal suifrage

provides inclusion

One person, one vote with high
turnout maximizes equatlity.

(Problems of low turnout,
inequality.due to campaign
finance issues, etc.)

Political Equality
(Problems of information access,

voler decision processes)

Enlightened Understanding

(Problems of control of campaign
debatle, selecting candidates,
efc.) .

Control of the Agenda

. Control through responsible
parties
Effective Pariicipation ~“(Principal-agent problems: fair
elections, responsible party gov-
ernment, etc.)

Direct Democracy

Universal suffrage
provides inclusion

One person, one vote with high

Advocacy Democracy

Equal citizen access

(Problems of access to
nonelectoral arenas)

Equal opportunity

turnout maximizes equality

(Problems of equality with low
turnout)

(Problems of greater information
and higher decision-making

(Problems of very unequa/
use)

Increased public access
to information

costs)

(Problems of even greater
information and decision-
making demands on
citizens)

Citizen initiation provides _
conirol of agenda

{Problems of influence by interest
groups)

Direct policy impact ensures
effective participation

Citizens and groups
control the locus and
focus of activity

Direct access avoids
mediated participation

Note. Criteria that are well addressed are presented in bold, criteria that are at issue are presented in italics in the shaded cells.

The first column of the Table lists Dahl’s five democratic
criteria. The second column summarizes the prevailing view on
how well representative democracy fulfills these criteria, For
example, advanced industrial democracies have met the inclu-
sion criterion by expanding the franchise to all adult citizens
(by way of a long and at times painful series of reforms). Gen-
eral success in this regacd is illustrated by the bold highlighting
of “universal suffrage” in the first cell of this column,

Nearly all advanced industrial democracies now meet the
political equality criterion by having enacted the principle of
“one person, one vote” for elections, which we have highlighted
in the second cell. In most nations today. a majority of citizens
participate in voting, while labor unions, political parties, and
other organizations mobilize participation to achieve high lev-
els of engagement. Indeed, that noted democrat, the late Mayor
Richard Daley of Chicago, used to say that electoral politics
was the only instrument through which a working-class citizen
could ever exercise equal influence with the socially advan-
taged. At the same time, certain problems of equality remain,
as contemporary debates about campaign financing and voter
registration iltustrate, and full equality in political practice is
probably unattainable. We note these problems in the shaded
area of the second cell. Nevertheless, overall the principle of
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equality is now a consensual value for the electoral processes of
representative democracy.

At first glance, it may seem that expanding the number of
elections amounts to extending these principles. But increasing
the number of times that voters go to the polls and the number
of items on ballots actually tends to depress turnout. And when
voter turnout is less than 50 perceat, as it tends to be in, say,
EU parliamentary elections—or less than 25 percent, as it tends
to be in local mayoral or school-board elections in the United
States—then one must question whether the gap between
“equality of access” and “equality of usage” has become so
wide that it undermines the basic principle of pelitical equal-
ity. Moreover, second-order elections tend to mobilize a smaller
and more ideological electorate than the public at large, and so
more second-order elections tend to mean more distortions in
the representativeness of the electoral process. '

The lension between Dahl’s democratic criteria and demo-
cratic practice becoimes even more obvious when we turn to the
criterion of enlightened understanding. Although we are fairl ¥
sanguine about voters’ abilities to make informed chojces when
it comes to high-visibility (for instance, presidential or par-
liamentary) elections, we are less so when it comes to lower-
visibility elections. How does a typical resident of Houston,




Texas, make enlightened choices regarding the dozens of
judgeship candidates whose names appeared on the Novemniber
2002 ballot, to say nothing of .other local office seekers and
referenda? In such second- and third-order elections, the means
of information that voters can use in first-order elections may
be insufficient or even altogether lacking. So the expansion of
the electoral marketplace may empower the public in a sense,
but in another sense may make it hard for voters to exercise
meaningful political judgment.

Another criterion is citizen conrrol of the political agenda.
Recent reforms in representative democracy have gone some
way toward broadening access to the political agenda. Increas-
ing the number of elected offices gives citizens more input and
presumably more avenues for raising issues, while reforming
political finance to equalize campaign access and party support
has made for greater openness in political deliberations. More
problematic, though, is performance on the effectiveness of par-
ticipation criterion, Do citizens get what they vote for? Often,
this principal-agent problem is solved through the mechanism
of party government: Voters select a party, and the party ensures
the compliance of individual members of parliament and the
translation-of electoral mandates into policy outcomes.'” But the
impact of recent reforms on the effectiveness of participation is
complex. On the one hand, more openness and choice in elec-
tions should enable p‘eop]e to express their political preferences
more extensively and in more policy areas. On the other hand,
as the number of office-holders proliferates, it may become
more difficult for voters to assign responsibility for policy out-
comes. Fragmented decision making, divided government, and
the sheer profusion of elected officials may diminish the politi-
cal responsiveness of each actor.

How much better do the mechanisms of direct democracy
fare when measured against Dahl’s five criteria (see column 3
of the Tabie)? Because referenda and initiatives are effectively
mass elections, they seek to ensure inclusion and political
equality in much the same way as representative elections do.
Most referenda and initiatives use universal suffrage to ensure
inclusion and the “one person, one vote” rule to ensure political
equality. However, whereas turnout in direct-democracy elec-
tions is often lower than in comparable elections for public
officials, the question of democratic inclusion becomes more
complicated than a simple assessment of equal access. For
instance, when Proposition 98—which favored altering the
California state constitution to mandate that a specific part of
the state budget be directed to primary and secondary education—
appeared on the 1996 general election ballot, barely half of all
voting-age Californians turned out, and only 51 percent voted
for the proposition. But as a consequence, the staie’s constitu-
tion was altered, reshaping state spending and public financing
in California. Such votes raise questions about the fairness of
elections in which a minority of registered voters can make
crucial decisions affecting the public welfare. Equality of
opportunity clearly does not mean equality of participation.

Moreover, referenda and initiatives place even greater
demands for information and understanding on voters. Many
of the heuristics that they can use in party elections or candi-
date elections are less effective in referenda, and the issues
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themselves are often more complex than what citizens are
typically called upon to consider in electing office-holders. For
instance, did the average voter have enough information to make
enlightened choices in Italy’s multi-referendum ballot of 19977
This ballot asked voters to make choices concerning television-
ownership rules, television-broadcasting policy, the hours dur-
ing which stores could remain open, the commercial activities
which municipalities could pursue, labor-union reform pro-
posals, regulations for administrative elections, and residency
rules for mafia members. In referenda, voters can still rely on
group heuristics and other cues that they use in electing pub-
lic officials,™ but obviously the proliferation of policy choices
and especially the introduction of less-salient local issues raise
questions about the overall effectiveness of such cue-taking.

The real strengths of direct democracy are highlighted by
Dahl’s fourth and fifth criteria. Referenda and initiatives shift
the focus of agenda-setting from elites toward the public, or at
least toward public interest groups. Indeed, processes of direct
democracy can bring into the political arena issues that elites
tend not to want to address: for example, tax reform or term
limits in the United States, abortion-law reform in Italy, or the
terms of EU membership in Europe generally. Even when ref-
erenda fail to reach the ballot or fail to win a majority, they can
nevertheless prompt elites to be more sensitive to public inter-
ests. By definition, moreover, direct democracy should solve the
problem of effective participation that exists with all methods of
representative democracy. Direct democracy is unmediated, and
so it ensures that participation is effective. Voters make policy
choices with their ballot—o enact a new law, to repeal an exist-
ing law, or to reform a constitution. Even in instances where the
mechanisms of direct democracy require ap elite response in
passing a law or a revoting in a later election, the link to policy
action is more direct than is the case with the channels of rep-
resentative democracy. Accordingly, direct democracy seems to
fulfill Dahl’s democratic criteria of agenda control and effective
participation.

But direct democracy raises questions in these areas as well.
Interest groups may find it easier to manipulate processes of
direct democracy than those of representative democracy.”' The
discretion to place a policy initiative on the ballot can be appeal-
ing to interest groups, which then have unmediated access to
voters during the subsequent referendum campaign. In addition,
decisions made by way of direct democracy are less susceptible
to bargaining or the checks and balances that occur within the
normal legislative process. Some recent referenda in California
may illustrate this style of direct democracy: Wealthy backers
pay a consulting firm to collect signatures so as to geta proposal
on the ballot, and then bankroll a campaign to support their
desired legislation. This is not grasstoots democracy at work; it
is the representation of wealthy interests by other means.

The expansion of direct democracy has the potential to com-
plement traditional forms of representative democracy. It can
expand the democratic process by allowing citizens and pub-
lic interest groups new access to politics, and new control over
palitical agendas and policy outcomes. But direct democracy
also raises new questions about equality of actnal influence, if
not format access, and the ability of the public to make fair and
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reasoned judgments abour issues. Perhaps the most important
question abour direct democracy is nol whether it is expanding,
but hiow it is expanding: Are there ways to increase access and
influence without sacrificing inclusion and equality? We return
to this question below.

Formal Access and Actual Use

The final column in our Table considers how new forms of
advocacy democracy fulfill Dahl's democratic criteria. These
new forms of action provide citizens with significant access to
politics, but it is also clear that this access is very unevenly used.
Nearty everyone can vote, and most do. But very few citizens
file lawsuits, file papers under a freedom-of-information act,
attend environmental-impact review hearings, or attend local
planning meetings. There is no clear equivalent to “one person,
one vole” for advocacy democracy. Accordingly, it raises the
question of how to address Dahl’s criteria of 1nclu>10n political
equality, and enlightened understanding.

“Equality of access™ is not adequate if “equality of usage”
is grossly uneven. For instance, when Europeans were asked
in the 1989 European Election Survey whether they voted in
the election immediately preceding the survey, differences in
participation according to levels of education were very slight
(see the Figure, Social-Status Inequality in Participation). A full
73 percent of those in the “low education” category said they had
voted in the previous EU parliamentary election (even though it
is a second-order election), and an identical percentage of those
in the “high education” category claimed to have voted. Differ-
ences in campaign activity according to educational levels are
somewhat greater, but still modest in overall terms.

A distinctly larger inequality gap emerges when it comes to
participation through forms of direct or advocacy democracy.
For instance, only 13 percent of those in the “low education™
category had participated in a citizen action group, while nearly
three times the percentage-of those in the “high education” cat-

- egory had patticipated. Similarly, there are large inequalities
when it comes to such activities as signing a petition or partici-
pating in a lawful demonstragion.

With respect to the criterion of enlighiened understanding,
advocacy democracy has mixed resulis. On the one hand, it can

enhance citizen understanding and make for greater inclusion,
Citizens and public interest groups can increase the amount of
information that they have about government activities, especially
by taking advantage of freedom-of-information laws, attencing
administrative hearings, and participating in government policy
making. And with the assistunce of the press in disseminating
this information, citizens and public interest groups can better
influence political outcomes. By ensuring that the public receives
information in a timely fashion, advocacy democracy allows citi-
zens to make informed judgments and hold governments more
accountable. And by eliminating the filtering that governments
would otherwise apply, advocacy democracy can help citizens
to get more accurate pictures of the influences affecting policy
decisions, with fewer cover-ups and self-serving distortions. On
the other hand, advocacy democracy makes greater cognitive
and resource demands on citizens. and thus may generate soime
of the same inequalities in participation noted above. It requires
much more of the citizen to participate in a public hearing or to
petition an official than it does simply to cast a vote. The most
insighttul evidence on this point comes from Jane Mansbridge’s
study of collective decision making in New England town meet-
ings.* She finds that many participants were unprepared or over-
whelmed by the deliberative decision-making processes.

Advocacy democracy fares better when it comes to the remain-
ing two criteria. It gives citizens greater control of the political
agenda, in part by increasing their opportunity to press their
interests outside of the institutionalized time and format con-
straints of fixed election cycles. By means of advocacy democ-
racy, citizens can often choose when and where to challenge a
government directive or pressure policy makers. Similarly, even
though advocacy democracy typically leaves final political deci-
sions in the hands of elites, it nevertheless provides direct access
to government. Property owners can participate in a local plan-
ning hearing; a public interest group can petition government for
information on past policies; and dissatisfied citizens can attend
a school board session. Such unmediated participation brings
citizens into the decision-making process-which ultimately
might not be as effective as the efforts of a skilled representative,
but grearter direct involvement in the democratic process should
improve its accountability and transparency (see the bold entries
in these last two cells of the Table).
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All in all, advocacy democracy increases the potential for
citizen access in important ways. It can give citizens and public
interest groups new influence over the agenda-setting process,
and it can give them unmediated involvement in the policy-
formation process. These are significant extensions of demo-
cratic participation. At the same time, advocacy democracy
may exacerbate political inequality on account of inequalities
in usage. New access points created through advisory panels,
consultative hearings, and other institutional reforms empower
some citizens to become more involved. But other citizens, rela-
tively lacking in the skills or resources to compete in these new
domains, may be left behind. In other words, advocacy democ-
racy may in some ways respond to the strength of the claimants,
rather than to the strength of their claims. It can even alter the
locus of political expertise. While advocacy democracy values
know-how and expertise in the citizenry. it devalues those same
characteristics among policy makers.

Environmental policy provides a good illustration of this
problem. Here, citizens and public inferest groups have gained
new rights and new access (o the policy process. But these are
disproportionately used by relatively affluent and skilled citi-
zens, who are already participating in conventional forms of
representative democracy, while the poor, the unskilled, and the
otherwise disadvantaged tend (o get left behind. So while envi-
ronmentalism is an example of citizen empowerment, it is also
a source of increasing inequality.

No form of democratic action is ideal, each having its
advantages and limitations. As democratic practice shifts from
a predominant reliance on representation toward a mixed
repertoire—including greater use of direct and advocacy
democracy—a new balance must be struck among democratic
goals. Tt is possible that new institutional arrangements will
maximize the benefits of these new modes while limiting their
disadvantages—as, for example, the institutions of representa-
tive democracy depend on parties and interest groups. But thus
far, the advanced industrialized democracies have not fully rec-
ognized the problems generated by the new mixed repertoire
of democratic acﬁdru and so have vet to find institutional or
structural means of addressing then1. Democratic reforms create
opportunities, but they also create challenges. Our goal should
be to ensure that progress on some democratic criteria i not
unduly sacrificed for progress on others.
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Critical Thinking
[. What are some important trends in mature democracies?
2. I *no form of democratic action is ideal”” what are the
problems with the forms described?

3. What are the five democratic criteria discussed? Which is
most achievable? Which is hardest?
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What Political Institutions Does
Large-Scale Democracy Require?

ROBER,T A. DaAHL

' hat does it mean to say that a country is governed e e ae
s ’s / democratically? Here, we will focus on the political What Political Institutions Does
institutions of democracy on a large scale, that is, Large-Scale Democracy Requ"'e"
the political institutions necessary for a democratic country. We Large-scale democracy requires: ‘

are not concerned here, then, with what democracy in a very .
small group might require, as in a committee. We also need
to keep in mind that every actual democracy has always fallen
short of democratic criteria. Finally, we should be aware that in
ordinary language, we use the word democracy to refér both to
a goal or ideal and to an actuality that is only a partial attain-
ment of the goal. For the time being, therefore, 1’1l count on the
reader to make the necessary distinctions when I use the words ~ Figure 1
democracy, democratically, democratic government, demo-

cratic country, and so on.!

Elected officials

Free, fair, and frequent elections
Freedom of expression
Alternative sources of information
Associational autohomy
Inclusive citizenship

Do s @D

substantial degree. We would undertake a mental experiment, so
to speak, in which we would reflect carefully on human experi-

b How Can We Know? ences, tendencies, possibilities, and limitations and design a set

i ) How can we reasonably determine what political institutions  Of political institutions that would be necessary for large-scale

N ' are necessary for large-scale democracy? We might examine d.en.locracy to exist an-d. yet feasible and attainable within the
o the history of countties that have changed their political insti-  Limits of human capacities.

He tutions in response, at least in part, to demands for broader Fortunately, all three methods converge on the same set

' popular inclusion and effective participation in government  ©f df:mocratlc political institutions. These, then, are minimal

and political life. Although in earlier times those who sought ~ requirements for a democratic country (Figure 1).

to gain inclusion and participation were not necessarily ’ '

inspired by democratic ideas, from about the eighteenth cen-

tury onward they tended to justify their demands by appealing ,The Political Institutions

.~ to democratic and republican ideas. What political institu- .
RO tions did they seek, and what were actually adopted in these of MOdern Representatlve
countries? Democracy

Altel;n.a tively, :;’le COlflld c‘g(ztmune dcountnezis \ghere t}tle tg(t);l" Briefly, the political institutions of modern representatlve dem-
ernment is generally referred to as democratic by most of the i o vernment are

people in that country, by many persons in other countries, and

by scholars, journalists, and the like. In other words, in ordi- * Elected officials. Control over government decisions
g nary speech and scholarly d1scuss1on the country is called a about policy is constitutionally vested in officials
e democracy. elected by citizens. Thus modein, large-scale democratic
! Third, we could reflect on a specific country or group of- governments are representative.
countries, or perhaps even a hypothetical country, in order to  Free, fair and frequent elections. Elected ofﬁmals are
imagine, as realistically as possible, what political institutions chosen in frequent and fairly conducted elections in
would be required in order to achieve democratic goals to a which coercion is comparatively uncommon.
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* Freedom of expression. Citizens have a right to express
themselves without danger of Seyere punishment on
political matters broadly defined; including criticism of
officials, the government, the regime, the socmeconormc
order, and the prevailing 1deology

* Access to alternative sources of information. Citizens
have a right to seek out alternative and independent
sources of information from other citizens, experts,
newspapers, magazines, books, telecommunications,
and the like. Moreover, alternative sources of :
information actually exist that are not under the contro] '
of the government or any other single political group
attempting to influence public political beliefs and
attitudes, and these alternatwe sources are effectively

~ protected by law.

* Associational autonomy. To achieve their various rights,
including those required for the effective operation of
democratic political institutions, citizens also have a
right to form relatively independent associations or
organizations, including independent pol1t1ca1 parties ~
and interest groups. :

* Inclusive citizenship. No adult permanently residing
in the country and subject to its laws can be denied the
rights that are available to others and are necessary to
the five political institutions just listed. These include
the right to vote in the election of officials in free
and fair elections; to run for elective office; to free
expression; to form and participate in independent
political organizations; to have access to independent
sources of information; and rights to other liberties and
opportunities that may be necessary to the effective
operation of the political institutions of large scale
democracy.

The Polltlcal Instltutlons
in Perspective

Ordinarily these institutions do not arrive in a country all at
onice; the last two are distinctly latecomers. Until the twentieth
century, universal suffrage was denied in both the theory and
practice of democratic and republican government. More than
any other single feature, universal suffrage distinguishes mod-
ern representative democracy from earlier forms of democracy.

The time of arrival and the sequence in which the institutions
have been introduced have varied tremendously. In countries
where the full set of democratic institutions arrived earliest
and have endured to the present day, the “older” democracies,
elements of a common pattern emerge. Elections to a legis-
lature arrived early on—in Britain as early"as the thirteenth
** century, in the United States during its colonial period in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The practice of electing
higher lawmaking officials was followed by a gradual expan-
sion of the rights of citizens to express themselves on political
matters and to seek out and exchange information, The right to

still later. Political “factions” and partisan organization were
generally viewed as dangerous, divisive, subversive of politi-
cal order and stability, and injurious to the public good. Yet
because political associations could not be suppressed without
a degree of coercion that an increasingly large and influential
number of citizens regarded as intolerable, they were often
able to exist as more or less clandestine associations until they
emerged from the shadows into the full light of day. In the
legislative bodies, what once were “factions” became politi-
cal parties. The “ins” who served in the government of the
day were opposed by the “outs,” or what in Britain came to
be officially styled His (or Her) Majesty’s Loyal Opposition.
In eighteenth-century Britain, the faction supporting the mon-
arch and the opposing faction supported by much of the gentry
in the “country” were gradually transformed into Tories and
Whigs. During that same century in Sweden, partisan adver-
saries in Parliament somewhat facetiously called themselves

- the Hats and the Caps.?

During the final years of the eighteenth century in the
newly formed republic of the United States, Thomas Jefferson,
the vice president, and James Madison, leader of the House
of Representatives, organized their followers in Cohgress to
oppose the policies of the Federalist president, John Adars,
and his secretary of the treasury, Alexander Hamilton. To suc-
ceed in their opposition, they soon realized that they would
have to do more than oppose the Federalists in the Congress
and the cabinet: they would need to remove their opponents

" from office. To do that, they had to win national elections, and

to win national elections they had to organize their followers
throughout the country. In less than a decade, Jefferson, Madi-
son, and others sympathetic with their views created a politi-
cal party that was organized all the way down to the smallest
voting precincts, districts, and municipalities, an organization
that would reinforce the loyalty of their followers between
and during election campaigns and make sure they came to
the polls. Their Republican Party (soon renamed Democratic
Republican and, a generation later, Democratic) became the
first popularly based electoral party in the world. As a result,
one of the most fundamental and distinctive political insti-
tutions of modern democracy, the political party, had burst
beyond its confines in parliaments and legislatures in order to
organize the citizens themselves and mobilize party supporters .
in national elections. ‘ -

By the time the young French aristocrat Alexis de Toc-

_ queville visited the United States in the 1830s, the first five

democratic political institutions described above had already
arrived in America. The institutions seemed to him so deeply
planted and pervasive that he had no hesitation in referring to

. the United States as a democracy. In that country, he said, the

form associations with explicit political goals tended to follow

¢
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people were sovereign, “society governs itself for itself,” and
the power of the majority was unlimited.® He was astounded by
the multiplicity of associations into which Americans organize
themselves, for every purpose, it seemed. And towering among
these associations were the two major political parties. In the
United States, it appeared to Tocqueville, democracy was about
as complete as one could imagine it ever becoming. -
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During the century that followed, all five of the basic dem-
ocratic institutions Tocqueville observed during his visit to
America were consolidated in more than.a dozen other countries.
Many observers in Europe and the United States conclided that
any country that aspired to be civilized and progressive would
necessarily have to adopt a democratic form of government.

_ Yet everywhere, the sixth fundamental institution—inclusive
citizenship—was missing. Although Tocqueville affirmed that
“the state of Maryland, which had been founded by men of
rank, was the first to proclaim universal suffrage,” like almost
all other men (and many women) of his time he tacitly assumed
that “universal” did not include women.* Nor, indeed, some
men. Maryland’s “universal suffrage,” <it so happened, also
excluded most African Americans. Elsewhere, in countries
that were otherwise more or less democratic, as in America, a
full half of all adults were completely excluded from national
political life simply because they were women; in addition,
large numbers of men wetre denied suffrage because they could
not meet literacy or property requirements, an exclusion sup-
ported by many people who considered themselves advocates of
democratic or republican government. Although New Zealand
extended suffrage to women in national elections in 1893 and
Australia in 1902, in countries otherwise democratic, women
did not gain suffrage in national elections until about 1920; in
Belgium, France, and Switzerland, countries that most people
would have called highly democratic, women could not vote
until after World War II.

Because it is difficult for many today to grasp what “democ-
racy” meant to our predecessors, let me reemphasize the differ-
ence: in all democracies and republics throughout twenty-five
centuries, therights to engage fully in political life were restricted
to a minority of adults. “Democratic” government was govern-
ment by males only—and not all of them. It was not until the
twentieth century that in both theory and practice democracy
came to require that the rights to engage fully in political life
must be.extended, with very few if any exceptions, to the entire
population of adults permanently residing in a country.

Taken'in their entirety, then, these six political institutions
constitute not only a new type of political system but a new kind
of popular government, a type of “democracy” that had never
existed throughout the twenty-five centuries of experience since
the inanguration of “democracy” in Athens and a “republic”
in Rome. Because the institutions of modern representative
democratic government, taken in their entirety, are historically
unique, it is convenient to give them their own name. This mod-
emn type of large-scale democratic government is sometimes
called polyarchal democracy.

Although other factors were often at work, the six political
institutions of polyarchal democracy came about, in part at least,
in response to demands for inclusion and participation in politi-
-cal life. In countries that are widely referred to as democracies
today, all six exist. Yet you might well ask: Are some of these
institutions no more than past products of historical struggles?

The Factor of Size

Before answering these questions, I need to call attention to an

"important qualification. We are considering institutions neces-

sary for the government of a democratic country. Why “coun-
try”? Because all the institutions necessary for a democratic

“country would not always be required for a unit much smaller

Are they no longer necessary for democratic government? And

if they are still necessary today, why?’

than a country.

Consider a democratically governed committee, or a club,
or a very small town. Although equality in voting would seem
to be necessary, small units like these might manage without
many elected officials: perhaps a moderator to preside over
meetings, a secretary-treasurer to keep minutes and accounts.
The participants themselves could decide just about everything
directly during their meetings, leaving details to the secretary-
treasurer. Governments of small organizations would not have
to be full-fledged representative governments in which citizens
elect representatives charged with enacting laws and policies.
Yet these governments could be democratic, perhaps highly
democratic. So, too, even though they lacked political par-
ties or other independent political assocjations, they might be
highly democratic. In fact, we might concur with the classical
democratic and republican view that in small associations, orga-
nized “factions” are not only unnecessary but downright harm-
ful. Instead of conflicts exacerbated by factionalism, caucuses,
political parties, and so on, we might prefer unity, consensus,
agreement achieved by discussion and mutual respect.

The political institutions strictly required for democratic-
government depend, then, on the size of the unit. The six insti- -

tutions listed above developed because they are necessary for
governing countries, not smaller units. Polyarchal democracy
is democratic government on the large scale of the nation-state
or country. '

To return to our questions: Are the political institutions of
polyarchal democracy actually necessary for democracy on
the large scale of a country? If so, why? To answer these twin
questions, let us recall what a democratic process requires
(Fighre 2).

Why (and When) Does
Democracy Require Elected
Representatives?

As the focus of democratic government shifted to large-scale
units like nations or countries, the question arose: How can
citizens participate effectively when the number of citizens
becomes too numerous or too widely dispersed geographically
(or both, as in the case of a country) for them to participate
conveniently in making laws by assembling in one place? And
how can they make sure that matters with which they are most
concerned are adequately considered by officials—that is, how
can citizens control the agenda of government decisions?

How best to meet these democratic requirements in a politi-
cal unit as large as a country is, of course, enormously dif-

ficult, indeed to some extent unachievable. Yet just as with

70




~ Article 15. What Political Institutions Does Large-Scale Democracy Require?

—
Why the Institutions Are Necessary

In & unit as large as a country, these political institutions of
polyarchal democracy. . .

... are necessary to satisfy the following
democratic criteria:

1. Elected representatives. ..

Effective participation
Control of the agenda

2. Free, fair and frequent elections. . .

Voting equality
Control of the agenda

3. Freedom of expression. . .

Effective participation
Enlightened understanding
Control of the agenda

4, Alternative information. . .

Effective participation
Enlightened understanding
Control of the agenda

- 5. Associational autonomy. . .

Effective participation
Enlightened understanding
Control of the agenda

6. Inclusive citizenship. ..

Full inclusion

Figure 2

“the other,hig‘hl:y Hemanding defnoéfaﬁc criteria, this, too, can

serve as a standard for evaluating alternative possibilities and
solutions. Clearly the requirements could not be met if the top
officials of the government could set the agenda and adopt
policies independently of the wishes of citizens. The only fea-
sible solution, though it is highly imperfect, is for citizens to
elect their top officials and hold them more or less accountable
through elections by dismissing them, so to speak,-in subse-
quent elections; '

To us that solution seems obvious. But what may appear self-
evident to us was not at all obvious to our predecessors.

Until fairly recently the possibility that citizens could, by

- means of elections, choose and reject representatives with the

authority to make laws remained lgrgely foreign to both the
theory and practice of democracy. The election of representa-
tives mainly developed during the Middle Ages, when mon-
archs realized that in order to impose taxes, raise armies, and
make laws, they needed to win the consent of the nobility, the
higher clergy, and a few not-so-common commoners in-the
larger towns and cities.

Until the eighteenth century, then, the standard view was that
democratic or republican government meant rule by the people,
and if the people were to rule, they had to assemble in one place
and vote on decrees, laws, or policies. Democracy would have
to be town meeting democracy; representative democracy was
a contradiction in terms. By implication, whether explicit or
implicit, a republic or a democracy could actually exist only in
a small unit, like a town or city. Writers who held this view, such
as Montesquieu and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, were perfectly
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aware of the disadvantages of a small state, particularly when it
confronted the military superiority of a much Iarger state, and
were therefore extremely pessimistic about the future prospects
for genuine democracy.

Yet the standard view was swiftly overpowered and swept
aside by the onrushing force of the national state. Rousseau
himself clearly understood that for a government of a country
as large as Poland (for which he proposed a constitution), rep-
resentation would be necessary. And shortly thereafter, the stan-
dard view was driven off the stage of history by the arrival of
democracy in America. '

As late as 1787, when the Constitutional Convention met
in Philadelphia to design a constitution appropriate for a large
couniry with an ever-increasing popuilation, the delegates were
acutely aware of the historical tradition. Could a republic pos-
sibly exist on the huge scale the United States had already
attained, not to mention the even grander scale the delegates
foresaw?% Yet no one questioned that if a republic were to exist
in America, it would have to take the form of a representative
republic. Because of the lengthy experience with representation
in colonial and state legislatures and in the Continental Con-
gress, the feasibility of representative government was practi-
cally beyond debate. _

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the traditional view
was ignored, forgotten, or, if remembered at all, treated as irrel-
evant. “It is evident,” John Stuart Mill wrote in 1861

that the only government which can fully satisfy all the ~
exigencies of the social state is one in which the whole
people participate; that any participation, even in the
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smallest public function, is useful; that the participation
should everywhere be as great as the general degree of
improvement of the community will allow; and that noth-
"ing less can be ultimately ‘desirable than the admission
of all to share in the sovereign power of the state. But
* since all cannot, in a community exceeding a single small
town, participate personally in any but some very minor
portions of the public business, it follows that the ideal
type of a perfect government must be representative.’

Why Does Democracy Require .
Free, Fair, and Frequent
Elections?

~ As we have seen, if we accept the desirability of political

equality, then every citizen must have an equal and effective
opportunity to vote, and all votes must be counted as equal. If
equality in voting is to be implemented, then clearly, elections
must be free and fair. To be free means that citizens can go to
the polls without fear of reprisal; and if they are to be fair, then
all votes must be counted as equal. Yet free and fair elections
are not enough. Imagine electing representatives for a term of,
say, twenty years! If citizens are to retain final control over the
agenda, then electiotis thust also be frequent.

How best to implement free and fair elections is not obvious.
In the late nineteenth century, the secret ballot began to replace
a public show of hands. Although open voting still has a few

. defenders, secrecy has become the general standard; a country

in which it is widely violated would be judged as lacking free
and fair elections. But debate continues as to the kind of vot-
ing system that best meets standards of fairness. Is a system
of proportional representation (PR), like that employed in most
democratic countries, fairer than the first-past-the-post system
used in Great Britain and the United States? Reasonable argu-
ments can be made for both. In discussions about different vot-
ing systems, however, the need for a fair system is assumed,
how best to achieve fairhess and other reasonable objectives is
simply a technical question. '

How frequent should elections be? Judging from twentieth-
century practices in democratic countries, a rough answer might
be that annual elections for legislative representatives would be
a bit too frequent and anything more than five years would be
too long: Obviously, however, democrats can reasonably dis-
agree about the specific interval and how it might vary with
different offices and different traditional practices. The point is
that without frequent elections, citizens would lose a substantial
degree of control over their elected officials.

Why Does Democracy Require
Free Expression?

To begin with, freedom of expression is required in order for
citizens to participate effectively in political life. How can citi-
zens make their views known and persuade their fellow citizens
and representatives to adopt them unless they can express them-
selves freely about all matters bearing on the conduct of the gov-
ernment? And if they are to take the views of others into account,
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they must be able to hear what others have to say. Free expres-
sion means not just that you have a right to be heard. It also
means that you have a right to hear what others have to say.

To acquire an enlightened understanding of possible gov-
ernment actiors and policies also requires freedom of expres-
sion. To acquire civic competence, citizens need opportunities
to express their own views; learn from one another; engage in
discussion and deliberation; read, hear, and question experts,

political candidates, and persons whose judgments they trust; .

and learn in other ways that depend on freedom of expression.

Finally, without freedom of expression, citizens would soon
lose their capacity to influence the agenda of government deci-
sions. Silent citizens may be perfect subjects for an authoritar-
ian ruler; they would be a disaster for a democracy.

Why Does Democracy Require
the Availability of Alternative
and Independent Sources

of Information?

Like freedom of expression, the availability of alternative and

relatively independent sources of information is required by
several of the basic democratic criteria. Consider the need for
enlightened understanding. How can citizens acquire the infor-
mation they need in order to understand the issue if the govern-
ment controls all the important sources of information? Or, for
that matter, if any single group enjoys a monopoly in provid-
ing information? Citizens must have access, then, to alternative
sources of information that are not under the control of the gov-
ernment or dominated by any other group or point of view.

Or think about effective participation and influencing the
public agenda. How could citizens participate effectively in
political life if all the information they could acquire were pro-

vided by a single source, say the government, or, for that matter,

a single party, faction, or interest?

Why Does Democracy Require
Independent Associations?

It took a radical turnabout in ways of thinking to accept the
need for political associations—interest groups, lobbying orga-
nizations, political parties. Yet if a large republic requires that
representatives be elected, then how are elections to be con-
tested? Forming an organization, such as a political party, gives

a group an obvious electoral advantage. And if one group seeks

to gain that advantage, will not others who disagree with their
policies? And why should political activity cease between elec-
tions? Legislators can be influenced; causes can be advanced,

policies promoted, appointments sought. So, unlike a small -

city or town, the large scale of democracy in a country makes
political associations both necessary and desirable. In any case,
how can they be prevented without impairing the fundamental
right of citizens to participate effectively in governing? In a
large republic, then, they are not only necessary and desirable
but inevitable. Independent associations are also a source of
civic education and enlightenment. They provide citizens not

[
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only with information but also with opportunities for discus-
sion, deliberation, and the acquisition of political skills.

Why Does Democracy 'Require
Inclusive Citizenship?

We can view the political institutions summarized in Figure 1
in several ways. For a country that lacks one or more of the

institutions, and is to that extent not yet sufficiently democ-

ratized, knowledge of the basic political institutions can help
us to design a strategy for making a full transition to modern
representative democracy. For a country that has only recently
made the transition, that knowledge can help inform us about
the crucial institutions that need to be strengthened, deepened,
and consolidated. Because they are all necessary for modern
representative democracy (polyarchal democracy), we can also
view them as establishing a minimum level for democratization.

Those of us who live in the older democracies, where the
transition to democracy occurred some generations ago and
the political institutions listed in Figure 1 are by now solidly
" established, face a different and equally difficult challenge. For
even if the institutions are necessary to democratlzatlon they
are definitely not sufficient for achieving fully the democratic
criteria listed in Figure 1. Are we not then at liberty, and indeed
obligated, to appraise our democratic institutions against these
criteria? It seems obvious to me, as to many others, that judged
against democratic criteria, our existing political institutions
display many shortcomings.

Consequently, just as we need strategies for bringing about
a transition to democracy in nondemocratic countries and for
‘consolidating democratic institutions in newly democratized
countries, so in the older democratic countries, we need to con-
sider whether and how to move beyond our existing level of
democracy.

Let me put it this way. In many countrles .the task is to
achieve democratization up to the level of polyarchal democ-
racy. But the challenge to citizens in the older democracies is
to discover how they might achieve a level of democratization
beyond polyarchal democracy.

Notes

1. Political arrangements sound as if they might be rather
provisional, which they could well be in a country that has
just moved away from nondemocratic rule. We tend to think
of practices as more habitual and therefore more durable. We
usually think of institutions as having settled in for the long -
haul, passed on from one generation to the next. As a country
moves from a nondemocratic to a democratic government, the
early democratic arrangements gradually become practices,
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which in due time turn into settled institutions. Helpful
though these distinction may be, however, for our purposes
it will be more convenient if we put them aside and settle for
institutions.

. “The Hats assumed their name for being like the dashing
fellows in the tricorne of the day. . . . The Caps were nicknamed
because of the charge that they were like timid old ladies in _

" nightcaps.” Franklin D. Scott, Sweden: The Nation’s History
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1977), 243.
3. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 1 (New
York: Schocken Books, 1961), 51.

. Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 50.

5. Polyarchy is derived from Greek words meaning “many”
and “rule,” thus “rule by the many,” as distinguished from .
rule by the one, or monarchy, and rle by the few, oligarchy
or atistocracy. Although the term had-been rarely used, a
colleague and I introduced it in 1953 as a handy way of
referring to a modern representative democracy with universal
suffrage. Hereafter I shall use it in that sense. More precisely,
a polyarchal democracy is a political system with the six
democratic institutions listed above. Polyarchal democracy,
then, is different from representative democracy with restricted
suffrage, as in the nineteenth century. It is also different from
older democracies and republics that not only had a testricted
suffrage but lacked many of the other crucial characteristics
of polyarchal democracy, such as political parties, rights
to form political organizations to influence or oppose the
existing government, organized interest groups, and so on. It is
different, too, from the democratic practices in units so small *
that members can assemble directly and make (or recommend)
policies or laws.
A few delegates daringly forecast that the United States might
ultimately have as many as one hundred million inhabitants.
This number was reached in 1915.
7. Jobhn Stuart Mill, Considerations on Representative
Government [1861] (New York: Liberal Arts Press, 1958), 55.

Critical Thinking
1. 'What political institutions are essential for democracy?
2.

3. How do citizens control the government? Explain: Is this
effective?

What does it mean for citizens to “participate effectively”?

. Give some examples of “alternative and independent sources
of information.” Why are they important for democracy?

RoBERT A, DAHL is Sterling Professor Emeritus of Political Science,
Yale University. He has published many books on democratic theory
and practice, including A Preface to Democratic Theory (1956) and
Democracy and Its Critics (1989). This article was adapted from his
recent book, On Democracy, Yale University Press.
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The Case for a Multi-Party U.S. Parliament?

American Politics in Comparative Perspective.

This article supports the inclusion of American political institutions within the study of comparative politics.
This is a brief on behalf of a multi-party parliamentary system for the United States that can be read as a
“what if" experiment in institutional transplantation. It underscores the basic insight that institutions are not
neutral but have consequences for the political process itself and encourages American students to think
-more broadly about the possibilities of reforming the American political system.

CHRISTOPHER S. ALLEN

Introduction

Americans revere the constitution but at the same time also
sharply and frequently criticize the government. (Dionne 1991)
Yet since the constitution is responsible for the current form of
the American government, why not change the constitution to
produce better government? After all, the founders of the United
States did create the amendment process and we have seen 27
of them in 220 years. .

Several recent events prompt a critical look at this rever-
ence for the constitution: unusual developments regarding the
institution of the Presidency, including the Clinton impeach-
ment spectacle of 1998-1999; the historic and bizarre 2000
Presidential election that required a Supreme Court decision
to resolve; the apparent mandate for fundamental change that
President Bush inferred from this exceedingly narrow elec-
tion; and the increasingly numerous constitutional questions
concerning Presidential powers and the conduct of the “war on
terror.” In the early 21st century, American politics confronted
at least three other seemingly intractable problems: significant
erosion in political accountability; out of control costs of run-
ning for public office; and shamefully low voter turnout. More
seriously, none of these four problems is of recent origin, as all
four have eroded the functioning of the American government
for a period of between 25 and 50 years! The core features of
these four problems are:

+ Confusion of the roles of head of state and head of
government, of which the impeachment issue——from
Watergate through Clinton’s impeachment and beyond—
is merely symptomatic of a much larger problem.

«- Eroding political accountability, taking the form of
either long periods of divided government, dating back
to the “Do Nothing” 80th congress elected in 1946,
to the recent “gerrymandering industry” producing a

dearth of competitive elections. The result is millions
of “wasted votes” and an inability for voters to assign
credit or blame for legislative action,

+ Costly and perennial campaigns for all offices producing
“the best politicians that money can buy.” This problem had
its origins with the breakdown of the party caucus system
and the growth of primary elections in the 1960s; and

s+ The world’s lowest voter turnout among all of the
leading OECD-countries, a phenomenon that began in
the 1960s and hias steadily intensified.

When various American scholars acknowledge these short-
comings, however, there is the occasional, offhand comparison
to parliamentary. systems which have avoided many of these
pathologies. The unstated message is that we don’t—or pethaps
should never, ever want to—have that here.

Why not? What- exactly is the problem with a parliamen-
tary system? In the US, durable trust in government, sense of
efficacy, and approval ratings for branches in government have
all declined in recent decades. Such phenomena contribute to
declining voter turnout and highlight what is arguably a more
significant trend toward a crisis in confidence among Ameri-
cans concerning their governing institutions. So why is institu-
tional redesign off the table?

This article examines these four institutional blockages of the
American majoritarian/Presidential system and suggests certain
features of parliamentary or consensus systems might overcome
these persistent shortcomings of American politics.

Less normatively, the article is framed by three concepts
central to understanding and shaping public policy in advanced
industrialized states with democratic constitutional structures.

First, is the issue of comparability and “American Excep-
tionalism’ (Lipset 1996). The article’s goal is to initiate a long-
delayed dialogue on comparative constitutional structures with
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scholars of American politics. Second, the article hopes to par-
ticipate in the active discussion among comparativists on the
respective strengths and weaknesses of majoritarian and con-
sensus systems, (Birchfield and Crepaz 1998) Third, scandals
surrounding money and politics in a number of democratic
states (Barker 1994) should prompt a comparison of parties and
party systems and the context within which they function.

This article does not underestimate the quite significant prob-
lems associated with “institutional transplantation” (J acoby
2000) from one country to another. The more modest and
realistic goal is to engage American and Cornparative scholars
in a fruitful debate about political institutions and constitutional
design that (finally) includes American politics in a Compara-
tive orbit. ‘ ]

This article is organized in 5 sections that address: 1) the cum-
bersome tool of impeachment; 2) eroding political accountability
due to divided government and safe seats; 3) the costly, never-
ending campaign process; 4) the continued deterioration of voter
turnout; and 5) the quite formidable obstacles that initiating a
parliamentary remedy to these problems would clearly face.

1. Inpeachment: Head of State
Vs Head of Government

The tool of impeachment is merely a symptom of a larger
problem. Its more fundamental flaw is that it highlights the
constitutional confusion between the two functions of the US
presidency: head of state and head of government.
Americanists have delved deeply into the minutiae of the
impeachment process during the past thirty years but compara-
tivists would ask a different question. How would other democra-
cies handle similar crises affecting their political leaders? More
than two years transpired from the Watergate break-in to Nixon’s
resignation (1972-74), the Iran-Contra scandal (1986-87) pro-
- duced no impeachment hearings; and an entire year (1998-99)
transpired from the onset of the Clinton-Lewinsky saga to the
completion of the impeachment process. Finally, the revelations
from 2005-2007 concerning the Bush Administration’s clan-
destine spying on American citizens by the National Security
Agency have once again caused some Democrats to mention
preliminary impeachment inquiries. Comparativists and citi-
- zens of other democratic polities find this éstounding, sincein a
parliamentary system a fundamental challenge to the executive
would take the form of a vote of no confidence, (Lijphart 1994)
and the issue would be politically resolved within weeks. The
executive would either survive and continue or resign.

The portrayal of the Clinton impeachment and trial is charac-
terized as historic. For only the second time in American poli-
tics, an American president has been impeached in the House
and put on trial in the Senate. Yet, the idea of using impeach-
ment has been much less rare, having been raised three times
in the past thirty years; and has only a very slim possibility
of being seriously considered in the early 21st century. Basi-
cally, impeachment is an extremely blunt tool that has not

“worked” at all. It is either not brought to fruition (Watergate),
not used when it should have been (Iran-Contra), or completely

. needed. But impeachment itself isn’t the real problem a larger

trivialized (Clinton-Lewinsky) when another path was clearly

constitutional design flaw is.

The United States has a constitutional structure based on a
separation of powers, while most parliamentary systems have a
“fusion” of powers in that the Prime Minister is also the leader

of the major party in parliament. However, within the American -

executive itself, there is a “fusion” of functions, -which is the
exact opposite of Parliamentary regimes.

The US is the only developed democracy where head of state
and head of government are fused in one person. The President
is the Head of State and, effectively, the Head of Government,
In Parliamentary systems these two functions are performed by
two different people. (Linz 1993) Thus impeachment of ong
person removes two functions in one and likely explained the
dichotomy of popular desire for Clinton’s retention on the one
hand, but also for some form of political censure on the other,

Beyond the impeachment issue, when American presidents
undertake some action as head of government for which they
are criticized, they then become invariably more remote and
inaccessible. For example, Presidents Johnson (Vietnam),
Nixon (Watergate), Reagan (Iran/Contra), Clinton (the Lewin-

- . sky Affair) and G.W. Bush (Iraq) all reduced their appearances
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at press conferences as criticism of their policies mounted. In
short, when criticized for actions taken in their head of govern-
ment capacity, they all retreated to the Rose Garden or other
“safe” locations and sometimes created the impression that
criticizing the President—now wearing the head of state hat (or
perhaps, crown)—was somehow unpatriotic. This was espe-
cially the case with George W. Bush, who in the post 9/11 and
Iraq war periods, has tried to emphasize the commander in chief
aspect of the presidency rather than his role as steward of the
economy and domestic politics.

Toward a Politically Accountable
Prime Minister and a Ceremonial
President

A parliamentary system with a separate head of state and head
of government would produce two “executive” offices instead
of just one. It’s odd that the US is so fearful of centralized power
yet allows the executive to perform functions that no other leader
of an OECD country (France excepted) performs alone. The US
Vice President serves many of the functions of heads of state
in other countries. But the United States has a comparatively
odd way of dividing executive constitutional functions. One
office, the Presidency, does everything while the other, the Vice
Presidency, does virtually nothing and simply waits until the
president can no longer serve (although Vice President Cheney
sees this role differently). An American parliamentary system
would redefine these 2 offices so that one person (the head of
state) would serve as a national symbol and preside over cer-
emonial functions. The second person (the head of government)
would function much like a prime minister does in a parliamen-
tary systemn, namely as the head of government who could be
criticized, censured and held accountable for specific political
actions without creating a constitutional crisis.




Thus were it necessary to censure or otherwise take action
against the head of government (i.e. prime minister), the solu-
tion would be a relatively quick vote of no confidence that would
solve the problem and move on and let the country address its
political business. (Huber 1996) And unlike impeachment which
is the political equivalent of the death penalty, a vote of no con-
fidenice does not preclude a politician’s making a comeback and
returning to lead a party or coalition. Impeachment and removal
from office, on the other hand, is much more final.

Prime Ministers, unlike US presidents, are seen much more
as active politicians and not remote inaccessible figures. In
a parliament, the prime minister as the head of government
is required to engage—and be criticized—in the rough-and-
tumble world of daily politics. In short, the head of government

“must be accountable. The British prime minister, for example,
is required to participate in a weekly “question time” in which
often blunt and direct interrogatories are pressed by the oppo-
sition. (Rundquist 1991) There is no equivalent forum for the
American president to be formally questioned as a normal part
of the political process.

But could such a power be used in a cavalier fashion, per- -

haps removing the head of government easily after a debilitat-
ing scandal? This is unlikely in a well-designed parliamentary
system because such cynicism would likely produce a backlash
that would constrain partisanship. In fact, the Germans have
institutionalized such constraints in the “constructive vote of
no confidence” requiring any removal of the head of govern-
ment to be a simultaneous election of a new -one. The context
of such a parliamentary system lowers the incentives to engage
in the politics of destruction. The political impact of destroying
any particular individual in a collective body such as a cabi-
net or governing party or coalition is much less significant than
removing a directly elected president.

A parliamentary head of state is above the kind of criticism
generated from no confidence votes and simply serves as an
apolitical symbol of national pride. In nation states that have
disposed of their monarchies, ceremonial presidents perform
many of the same roles as constitutional monarchs such as Queen
Elizabeth do, but much less expensively. In fact, many of these
ceremonial roles are performed by the American vice president
(attending state dinners/funerals, cutting ribbons, presiding
over the Senate, etc.) The problem is that the Vice President is
often a political afterthought, chosen more for ticket-balanc-
ing functions and/or for inoffensive characteristics than for any
expected major political contributions. On the other hand, the
type of individual usually chosen as a ceremonial president in a
parliamentary system is a retired politician from the moderate
wing of one of the major parties who has a high degree of stature
and can serve as a figure of national unity. In effect, the office
of ceremonial president is often a reward or honor for decades
of distinguished national service, hardly the characteristics of

most American vice presidents.
" In retrospect, one might say that President Clinton was
.impeached not for abusing head of government functions, but
for undermining the decorum and respect associated with heads
of state. The separation of head of state and head of government
would have a salutary effect on this specific point. Scandals
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destroying heads of state would have little real political sig-
nificance since the head of state would not wield real politi-
cal power. Similarly, scandals destroying heads of government
would have significantly less impact than in the current Ameri-
can system. The head of government role, once separated from
the head of state role, would no longer attract monolithic press
and public attention or be subject to extraordinarily unrealistic
behavioral expectations.

2. Political Accountability: Divided

Government & “Safe Seats”

From the “do nothing” 80th Congress elected in 1946 to the 110th
elected in 2006, a total of thirty-one Congresses, the United
States has experienced divided government for more than two-

 thirds of this period. In only ten of those thirty-one Congresses

has the president’s party enjoyed majorities in both houses of
Congress. (Fiorina 1992; Center for Voting and Democracy
2007) Some might observe this divided government phenom-
enon and praise the bipartisan nature of the American system.
(Mayhew 1991) But to justify such a conclusion, defenders of
bipartisanship would have to demonstrate high public approval
of governmental performance, particularly when government
was divided. Based on over four decades of declining trust in
government, such an argument is increasingly hard to justify.

One explanation for the American preference for divided
government is the fear of concentrated political power. (Jacob-
son 1990) Yet in a search for passivity, the result often turns out
to be simply inefficiency.

While the fear of concentrated government power is under-
standable for historical and ideological reasons, many of the
same people who praise divided governmentalsoexpress concern
regarding government efficiency. (Thurber 1991) Yet divided
government quite likely contributes to the very inefficiencies
that voters rightfully lament. Under divided government, when
all is well, each of the two parties claims responsibility for the
outcome; when economic or political policies turn sour, how-
ever, each party blames the other. This condition leads to a fun-
damental lack of political accountability and the self-fulfilling
prophesy that government is inherently inefficient.

Rather than being an accidental occurrence, divided govern-
ment is much more likely to result due to the American consti-
tutional design. For it is constitutional provisions that are at the
heart of divided government; 2 year terms for Congress, 4 year
terms for the Presidency, and 6 year terms for the Senate invari-
ably produce divided government.

Were it only for these “accidental” outcomes of divided
government, political accountability might be less deleterious.
Exacerbating the problem, however, is the decline of parties as
institutions. This has caused individuals to have weaker partisan
attachments—despite the increased partisan thetoric of many

elected officials since the 1980s—and has thereby intensified
the fragmentation of government. (Franklin and Hirczy de Mino
1998) Clearly, divided government is more problematic when
partisan conflict between the two parties is greater as the sharper
ideological conflict and the increased party line congressional
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Table 1 Trust in the Federal
Government 1964-2004

None Some Most Just

ofthe ofthe of the about Don’t
Time Time Time Always Know

1964 0 22 62 14 1
1966 2 28 48 17 4
1968 0 36 . 54 7 2-
1970 0 44 47 6 2
1972 1 44 48 5 2
1974 1 61 . 34 2 2
1976 1 62 30 13 3
1978 4 64 27 T2 3
1980 4 69 23 2 2
1082 3 62 31 2 3
1984 1 53 40 4 2
1986 2 57 35 3 2
1988 2 56 36 4 1
1990 2 69 25 3 1
1992 2 68 26 3 1
1994 1 74 19 2 1
1996 1 66 30 3 0
1998 1. 58 36 4 1

- 2000 1 55 40 4 1
2002 0 44 51 5 0
2004 1 52 43 4 0

Percentage within study year.

Source: The Natlonal Election Studies (www.electionstudies,orginesguide/
toptable/tab5a_1.htm)

Qusestion Text:

“How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washing-
ton to do what is right—ust about always, most of the ime or only some of the
fime?” -

Source: The National Elsction Studies, University of Michlgan, 2005

voting since the mid-1990s would suggest. Under these circum-
stances, ~divided government seems to be more problematic,
since two highly partisan parties within the American political
system seem potentially dangerous. Persistent divided govern-
ment over time will likely produce a fundamental change in the
relationship between Presidents and the Congress. Presidents
are unable to bargain effectively with a hostile congress—
witness the 1995 government shutdown—Ileading the former to
make appeals over the heads of Congress directly and, hence
undermine the legitimacy of the legislative branch. (Kernell
1997) This argument parallels the one made in recent compara-
tive scholarship (Linz 1993) regarding the serious problem of
dual legitimacy in presidential systems.

A second component of the political accountability problem
is the increasing non-competitiveness of American elections,
Accounts of the 2000 Presidential election stressed its historic
closeness, settled by only 540,000 popular votes (notwithstand-
ing the Electoral College anomaly). And the narrow Republican
majorities in the House and Senate apparently indicated that
every congressional or senate seat could be up for grabs each
election. The reality is something different. (Center for Voting
and Democracy 2007) Out of 435 House seats, only 60 (13.8%)
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Table 2 The Persistence
of Divided Government

Divided/

Unified

Year President House Senate Government
1946 D —Truman Rep Rep D
1948 D —-Truman Dem Rep D
1850 D -—-Truman Rep Rep D
1962 R-Eisenhower Rep Rep U
1954 R -Eisenhower Dem Dem D
1956 R - Eisenhower Dem Dem D
1958 R - Eisenhower Dem ~ Dem D
1960 D - Kennedy Dem Dem u
1962 D —Kennedy Dem Dem u-
1964 D - Johnson Dem Dem U
1966 D —Johnson Dem Dem U
1968 R - Nixon Dem Dem D
1970 R —Nixon Dem Dem D
1972 R —Nixon Dem Dem D
1974 R - Ford Dem Dem D
1976 D - Carter Dem Dem U
1978 D —Carter Dem Dem U
1980 R —Reagan Dem Rep D
1982 R -—Reagan Dem Rep D
1984 R -Reagan Dem Rep D
1986 R - Reagan Dem Dem D
1988 - - R —Bush Dem Dem D
1990 R -Bush Dem Dem D
1992 D - Clinton Dem Dem U
1994 D - Clinton Rep Rep D
1996 D - Clinton Rep Rep D
1998 D - Clinton Rep Rep D
2000 R -—Bush Rep Dem* D
2002 R-Bush Rep Rep u
2004 R -Bush Rep Rep U
2006 R-Bush Dem Dem D

*After a 50-50 split (with Vice President Cheney as the tiebreaker), Senator
Jeffords (I-VT) switched from the Republican Party shortly after the 2000
Election, thereby swinging the Senate to the Democrats.

were competitive, the outcome of most Senate races is known
well in advance, and the 2000 and 2004 Presidential races were
only competitive in 15 of 50 states. In the remaining 35, the
state winners (Bush or Gore; or Bush or Kerry, respectively)
were confident enough of the outcome to forgo television adver-
tising in many of them. In essence, voters for candidates who
did not win these hundreds of “safe seats” were effectively dis-
enfranchised and unable to hold their representatives politically
accountable.

- For those who lament the irresponsibility—or perhaps
irrelevance—of the two major parties, an institutional design
that would force responsibility should be praised. Quite sim-
ply, those who praise divided government because it “limits the
damage” or see nothing amiss when there are hundreds. of safe
seats are faced with a dilemma. They can not simultaneously
complain about the resulting governmental inefficiency and



political cynicism that ultimately follows when accountability
is regularly clouded.

~ political Accountability and
the Fusion of Government

A number of scholars have addressed the deficiencies of divided
government, but they suggest that the problem is that the elec-
toral cycle, with its “midterm” elections, intensifies the likeli-
hood of divided government in non-presidential election years.
Such advocates propose as a solution the alteration of the elec-
toral cycle so that all congressional elections are on four year

terms, concurrent with presidential terms, likely producing -

a clear majority. (Cutler 1989) Yet this contains a fatal flaw.
Because there is no guarantee that this proposal would alleviate
the residual tension between competing branches of govern-
ment, it merely sidesteps the accountability factor strongly
discouraging party unity across the executive and legislative
branches of government.

This suggestion could also produce the opposite effect from

divided government, namely exaggerated majorities common to
parliamentary regimes with majoritarian electoral systems such
as the UK. The “safe seats” phenomenon would be the culprit
just as in the UK. The most familiar examples of this phenom-
enon were the “stop-go” policies of post-World War II British
‘governments, as each succeeding government tried to overturn
the previous election. While creating governing majorities is
important for political accountability, the absence of propor-
tional representation creates a different set of problems.

Under a fusion of power system, in which the current presi-
dency would be redefined, the tesulting parliamentary system
would make the head of the legislative branch the executive,
thus eliminating the current separation of powers. Yet if a gov-
ernment should lose its majority between scheduled elections
due to defection of its party members or coalition partners, the

head of state then would ask the opposition to form a new gov-.

ernment and, failing that, call for new elections. This avoids the
constitutional crises that the clamor for impeachment seems to
engender in the American system.

But what if coalition members try to spread the blame for

poor performance to their partners? In theory, the greater the
flexibility available in shifting from one governmg coalition to
another (with a different composition), the greater is the poten-
tial for this kind of musical cabinet chairs. The potential for
such an outcome is far less than in the American system, how-
ever., A century of experience in other parliamentary regimes
(Laver and Shepsle 1996) shows that members of such a party

Table 3 Comparatlve Coalltlons

American Parllamentary

Opaque Transparent
Issue-by-lssue Programmatic
Back Room . Open Discussion
Unaccountable Election Ratifies
Unstable ' Generally Stable

Article 27. The Case for a Multi-Party U.S. Parliament?

capriciously playing games with governing are usually brought
to heel at the subsequent election.

In other words, the major advantage to such a parhamentary
system is that it heightens the capacity for voters and citizens to
evaluate government performance. Of course, many individuals
might object to the resulting concentration of power. However, if

voters are to judge the accomplishments of elected officials, the '

latter need time to succeed or fail, and then the voters can make
a judgment on their tenure. The most likely outcome would
be a governing party or coalition of parties that would have to
stay together to accomplish anything, thereby increasing party
salience. (Richter 2002) Phrased differently, such an arrangement
would likely lead to an increase in responsible government.

Many Americans might react unfavorably at the mention of
the word coalition due to its supposed instability. Here we need
to make the distinction between transparent and opaque coali-
tions. Some argue that coalition governments in parliamentary
systems have the reputation of increased instability. That, of
course, depends on the substance of the coalition agreement
and the willingness of parties to produce a stable majority.
(Strom et al. 1994) But in most parliamentary systems, these
party coalitions are formed transparently before an election so
the voters can evaluate and then pass judgment on the possible
coalition prior to Election Day. It’s not as if there are no coali-
tions in the US Congress. There they take the opaque form of
ad-hoc groups of individual members of Congress on an issue-
by-issue basis. The high information costs to American voters
in understanding the substance of such layered bargains hardly
are an example of political transparency.

Finally, for those concerned that the “fusion” of the executive
and legislative branches—on the British majoritarian model—
would upset the concept of checks and balances, a multi-party
consensus parliamentary system produces them slightly dif-
ferently. (Lijphart 1984) Majoritarianism concentrates power
and makes “checking” difficult, while consensus democracies

“institutionalize the process in a different and more accountable
form. A multi-party parliamentary system would also provide
greater minority representation, fewer safe seats, and protec-
tion by reducing majoritarianism’s excessive concentration of
power. A consensus parliamentary system would also address
the “tyranny of the majority” problem and allow checking and
balancing by the voters in the ballot box since the multiple par-
ties would not likely allow a single party to dominate. Consen-
sus systems thus represent a compromise between the current
U.S. system and the sharp concentration of British Westminster
systems. Americans who simultaneously favor checks and bal-
ances but decry inefficient government need to clarify what they
actually want their government to do.

3. Permanent and Expensive
Campaigns

The cost to run for political office in the United States dwarfs that
spent in any other advanced industrialized democracy. The twin
problems are time and money; more specifically a never-ending
campaign “season” and ‘the structure of political advertising that
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depend so heavily on TV money. (Gans 1993) In listening to the
debates about “reforming” the American campaign finance sys-
tem, students of other democratic electoral systems find these

discussions bizarre. More than $2 billion was raised and spent

(Corrado 1997) by parties, candidates and interest groups in the
1996 campaign, and for 2000 it went up to $3 billion. Finally,
the Center for Responsive Politics estimated the total cost for
2004 Presidential and Congressional elections was $3.9 billion
(Weiss 2004) and the preliminary estimates for the 2006 mid-
term elections—in which there was no presidential race—were
approximately $3 billion.

The two year congressional cycle forces members of the

‘House of Representatives to literally campaign permanently.

The amount of money required to run for a Congressional
seat has quadrupled. since 1990. Presidential campaigns are
several orders of magnitude beyond the House of Represen-

tatives or the Senate. By themselves they are more than two -

years long, frequently longer. Unless a presidential candidate
is independently wealthy or willing and able to raise upfront
$30-$50 million it is simply impossible to run seriously for
this office. ' :

. Many of the problems stem from the _post-Watergate
“reforms” that tried to limit the amount of spending on cam-
paigns which then produced a backlash in the form of a 1976
Supreme Court decision (Buckley vs Valeo) that undermined
this reform attempt. In essence, Buckley vs Valeo held that

“paid speech” (i.e. campaign spending) has an equivalent legal

status as “free speech”. (Grant 1998) Consequently, since then
all “reform” efforts have been tepid measures that have not
been able to get at the root of the problem. As long as “paid
speech” retains its protected status, any changes are dead in
the water,

- At its essence this issue is a fissure between “citizens” and

~ “consumers”. What Buckley vs Valeo has done is to equate the

citizenship function (campaigning, voting, civic education)
with a market-based consumer function (buying and selling
consumet’ goods as commodities). (Brubaker 1998) Unlike the
United States, most other OECD democracies consider citizen-
ship a public good and provide funding for parties, candidates
and the electoral process as a matter of course. The Buckley
vs Valeo decision conflates the concepts of citizen and con-
sumer, the logical extension of which is there are weak limits
on campaign funding and no limits on the use of a candidate’s
own money. We are all equal citizens, yet we are not all equal

-consumers. Bringing consumer metaphors into the electoral

process debases the very concept of citizenship and guarantees
that the American political system produces the best politicians
money can buy.

Free Television Time and the Return
of Political Party Dues

Any broadcaster wishing to transmit to the public is required to
obtain a broadcast license because the airways have the legal
status of public property. To have access to such property, the
government must license these networks, cable channels, and
stations to serve the public interest. In return, broadcasters are

able to sell airtime to sponsors of varions programs. Unfortu-

- nately for those concerned with campaign costs, candidates for

public office fall into the same category as consumer goods in
the eyes of the broadcasters. (Weinberg 1993) What has always
seemed odd to observers of other democratic states is that there
is no Quid Pro Quo requiring the provision of free public air-
time for candidates when running for election,

Any serious reform of campaign finance would require a
concession from all broadcasters to provide free time for all
representative candidates and parties as a cost of using the
public airways. Since the largest share of campaign money is
TV money, this reform would solve the problem at its source,
Restricting the “window” when these free debates would take
place to the last two months before a general election would thus
address the time dimension as well. Such practices are standard
procedure in all developed parliamentary systems. Very simply,
as long as “reform” efforts try to regulate the supply of cam-
paign finance, it will fail. A much more achievable target would
be the regulation of demand.

The United States could solve another money problem by
borrowing a page from parliamentary systems: changing the
political party contribution structure from individual voluntary
contributions (almost always from the upper middle class and
the wealthy) to a more broad-based dues structure common to
parties in other developed democracies. This more egalitarian
party dues structure would perform the additional salutary task
of rebuilding parties as functioning institutions. (Allen 1999)
Rather than continuing in their current status as empty shells
for independently wealthy candidates, American political par-

ties could become the kind of dynamic membership organiza- -

tions they were at the turn of the 20th century when they did
have a dues structure,

4. Low Voter Turnout?

. The leading OECD countries have voter turnout ranging from

70% to 90% of their adult population while the US lags woe-
fully behind. L

Among the most commonly raised explanations for the US
deficiency are: registration requirements, the role of television,
voter discouragement, and voter contentment (although the lat-
ter two are clearly mutually exclusive). None are particularly
convincing nor do they offer concrete suggestions as to how it
might be overcome.

The two party system and the electoral method that produces
it: the single member district, first past the post, or winner take
all system with its attendant “safe seats” often escapes criticism.
The rise of such new organizations as the Libertarian, and Green
parties potentially could threaten the hegemony of the Democrats
and Republicans. Yet the problem of a third (or fourth) party gain-

- ing a sufficient number of votes to actually win seats and chal-

lenge the two party system is formidable. The electoral arithmetic
would require any third party to win some 25% of the vote on
a nationwide basis—or develop a highly-concentrated regional
presence—before it would actually gain more than a token num-
ber of seats. And failing to actually win seats produces a “wasted

‘
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Table 4 Voter Turnout and Type of
' Electoral System Major Developed

|" Democracies—1945-2005
LB

% Voter Type of Electoral
Country Turnout System
ltaly 91.9 PR
Belgium 84.9 PR
Netherlands 84.8 PR
Australia 84.4 Mixed Member
Denmark 83.6 PR
Sweden -83.3 PR
Germany ) ‘ 80.0 Mixed-PR
Israel 80.0 PR
Norway 79.2 PR
Finland . 79.0 PR
Spain 76.4 PR
Ireland 74.9 SMD
UK : 73.0 SMD
Japan 68.3 - SMD/Mixed
France 673 SMD + runoff
Canada 66.9 SMD
USA — Presidential 551 SMD
USA - Congress 406 SMD
(Midterm) :

Source: Voter Turnout: A Global Survey (Stockholm: International IDEA, 2005)

vote” syndrome among party supporters which is devastating for

such a party. (Rosenstone et al. 1996) Most voters who become
disillusioned with the electoral process refer to the “lesser of two
evils” choices they face. In such a circumstance, declining voter
turnout is not surprising.

The US is a diverse country with many regional, religious,
racial, and class divisions. So why should we expect that two
“catch all” parties will do a particularly good job in appealing

to the interests of diverse constituencies? The solution to lower

voter turnout is a greater number of choices for voters and a dif-
ferent electoral system.

Proportional Representation
Under electoral systems using proportional representation, the
percentage of a party’s vote is equivalent to the percentage of
seats allocated to the party in parliament. Comparative analysis
" shows that those countries with proportional representation—
and the multiple parties that PR systems produce-—invariably
have higher voter turnout. (Grofman and Lijphart 1986) In other
words, PR voting systems provide a wider variety of political
choices and a wider variety of political representation.
Eliminating majoritarian single member districts (SMDs) in
favor of PR voting would have several immediate effects. First,
it would increase the range of choices for voters, since parties
would have to develop ideological and programmatic distinc-
tions to make themselves attractive to voters. As examples in
other countries have shown, it would lead to formation of sev-
eral new parties representing long underserved interests.

Article 27. The Case for a Multi-Party U.S. Parliament?

Table 5 The Advantages of
.Pro’p_grtional Rep_(gsentatign

Higher Voter Turnout

No “Wasted” Votes

Few Safe, Uncontested Seats
More Parties

Greater Minority Representation

-- Greater Gender Diversity in Congress

Greater ldeological Clarity

Parties Rebuilt as Institutions

6% Threshold Assumed

No More Gerrymandered Redistricting

Such a change would force rebuilding of parties as insti-
tutions, since candidates would have to run as members of
parties and not as independent entrepreneurs. The so-called
Progressive “reforms” at the turn of the 20th century and the
1960s introduction of primaries—plus TV advertising—plus
the widespread use of referenda have all had powerful effects in

‘undermining parties as coherent political organizations. (Dwyre

et al. 1994) In trying to force market-based individual “con-

sumer choice” in the form of high-priced candidates, the col-

lective institutions that are political parties have been hollowed
out and undermined.

There are, of course, a wide range of standard objections to
PR voting systems by those favoring retention of majoritarian
SMD systems.

The first of these, coalitional instability, was addressed
briefly above, but it needs to be restated here. The US has unsta-
ble coalitions in the Congress right now, namely issue-by-issue
ones, usually formed in the House cloakroom with the “assis~
tance” of lobbyists. Few average voters know with certainty how
“their” member of Congress will vote on a given issue. (Gibson
1995) With ideologically coherent parties, they would.

An American parliament with several parties could very
effectively produce self-discipline. Clearly there would have to
be a coalition government since it is unlikely that any one party
would capture 50% of the seats. The practice in almost all other
coalition governments in parliamentary systems is that voters
prefer a predictable set of political outcomes. Such an arrange-
ment forces parties to both define their programs clearly and
transparently, once entering into a coalition, and to do every-
thing possible to keep the coalition together during the course
of the legislative term.

The second standard objection to PR is the “too many par-
ties” issue. PR voting has been practiced in parliaments for
almost 100 years in many different democratic regimes. There
is a long history of practices that work well and practices that
don’t. (Norris 1997) Two countries are invariably chosen as bad
examples of PR, namely Israel and Italy. There is an easy solu-
tion to this problem of an unwieldy number of parties, namely
an electoral threshold requiring any party to receive a certain
minimal percentage to gain seats in the parliament. The sig-
nificant question is what should this minimal threshold be?
The Swedes have a 4% threshold and have 7 parties in their
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parliament, the Germans have a 5% threshold and have 5 parties
represented in the Bundestag, -

The third standard objection to PR voting is “who’s my

representative?” In a society so attuned to individualism, most
Americans want a representative from their district. This argu-
ment presumes that all Americans have a member of Congress
that represents their views. However, a liberal democrat who
lived in former House Speaker Tom Delay’s district in Texas
- might genuinely wonder in what way he represented that lib-
eral’s interests. By the same token, conservative Republicans
living in Vermont had for almost twenty years the independent
socialist, Bernard Sanders as the state’s lone member of Con-
gress representing “their” interests.

Yet if American reformers are still insistent on having indi-
vidual representatives (Guinier 1994) the phenomenon of
“Instant Runoff Voting” (Hill 2003) where voters rank order
their preferences could produce proportionality among parties
yet retain individual single member districts. It also could be
used in Presidential elections and avoid accusations of “spoiler”
candidates such as Ralph Nader in 2000, -

If there were PR voting in an American patliament, what
would the threshold be? The US threshold probably should be
at least 6%. The goal is to devise a figure that represents all
significant interests yet does not produce instability. The “shake
out” of parties would likely produce some strategic “mergers”
of weak parties which, as single parties, might not attain the 6%
threshold. For example, a separate Latino party and an African-
American party might insure always attaining a 6% threshold
by forming a so-called “rainbow” party. Similarly the Reform
Party and the Libertarian Party might find it electorally safer to
merge into one free market party. '

There are four primary arguments in favor of PR.

The first is simplicity; the percentage of the votes equals the
percentage of the seats. To accomplish this, the more individual-
istic US could borrow the German hybrid system of “personal-
ized” proportional representation, This system requires citizens
to cast two votes on each ballot; the first for an individual can-
. didate; and the second for a list of national/regional candidates
grouped by party affiliation. (Allen 2001) This system has the
effect of personalizing list voting because voters have their
own representative but also can choose among several parties.
Yet allocation of seats by party in the Bundestag corresponds
strongly with the party’s percentage of the popular vote.

The second advantage to PR is diversity. The experience of
PR voting in other countries is that it changes- the makeup of
the legislature by increasing both gender and racial diversity.
Obviously, parties representing minority interests who find
it difficult to win representation in 2 person races, will more
easily be able to win seats under PR. (Rule and Zimmerman
1992) Since candidates would not have to run as individuals—
or raise millions of dollars—the parties would be more easily
able to include individuals on the party’s list of candidates who
more accurately represent the demographics of average Ameri-

policy issues that would be understandable to voters. Moreover,
as for geographic representation on a list system, it would be in
the self interest of the parties to insure that there was not only
gender balance—if this is what the party wanted—on their list,
but also other forms of balance including geography, ideology,
and ethnicity, among others.

The third advantage is government representativeness. Not
only is a consensus-based parliamentary system based on pro-
portional representation more representative of the voting public,
it also produces more representative governments. (Birchfield
and Crepaz 1998) This study finds that consensus-based, PR
systems also produce a high degree of “popular cabinet sup-
port,” namely the percentage of voters supporting the majority
party or coalition.

The fourth advantage to a PR system in the US is that it would
eliminate the redistricting circus. Until recently, the decennial
census occasioned the excruciating task of micro-managing the
drawing of congressional districts. Yet, since the 2002 elections,
Republicans in Texas and Georgia have redistricted a second
time, creating even “safer” seats by manipulating district lines
to their advantage. (Veith et al. 2003) Under PR however, dis-
tricts would be eliminated. Candidate lists would be organized
statewide, in highly populated states, or regionally in the case of
smaller states like those in New England. To insure geographi-
cal representation, all parties would find it in their own self-
interest that the candidate list included geographical diversity
starting at the top of the list.

Gelting from Here to There:
From Academic Debates to

Constitutional Reform?
Clearly, none of these four structural reforms will take place
soon. But if reformers wanted to start, what would be the ini-
tial steps? Of the four proposals, two of them could be accom-
plished by simple statute: campaign reform and the electoral
system. The other two would require constitutional change:
head of state/government and divided government. Given the
above caveats, it would be easiest to effect campaign reform
(the Supreme Court willing) and to alter the electoral system.
The largest obstacles to such a radical change in the Ameri-

* can constitutional system are cultural and structural, Culturally,

cans. What a multi-party list system would do would provide
a greater range of interests being represented and broaden the -

concept of “representation” to go beyond narrow geography to
include representation of such things as ideas and positions on

148

the ethos of American individualism would have difficulty giv-
ing up features such as a single all-powerful executive and one’s
own individual member of congress, no matter how powerful
the arguments raised in support of alternatives. Ideology and
cultural practice change very slowly. A more serious obstacle
would be the existing interests privileged by the current system.
All would fight tenaciously to oppose this suggested change.
Finally, specialists in American politics may dismiss this
argument as the farfetched “poaching” of a comparativist on a
terrain that only Americanists can write about with knowledge
and expertise. However, the durability of all four of the above-
mentioned problems, stretching back anywhere from 25 to 50
years, suggests that Americanists have no monopoly of wisdom
on overcoming these pathologies. More seriously, what this !
comparativist perceives is a fundamental failure of imagination |



based largely on the “N of 1” problem that all comparativists
struggle to avoid. If a single observed phenomenon—in this case,
the American political system—is not examined comparatively,
one never knows whether prevailing practice is optimal or subop-
timal. In essence, those who do not look at these issues compara-
tively suffer a failure of imagination because they are unable to
examine the full range of electoral and constitutional options.
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Critical Thinking
1. What is divided government?

2. What are the problems of divided government?
3. What are the advantages of a parliamentary system?
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