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entitled to draw this conclusion, albeit provisionally, first, because
it is likely that socialism is indispensable for realizing the objectives
progressives of all descriptions ultimately want to achieve; and second,
because it is almost certainly the case that support for capitalism
today, even if only in the course of promoting benignly demo-
cratic corporatist ventures, is ultimately detrimental to virtually any
progressive agenda.

According to a slogan of the 1974 revolution that overthrew
fascism in Portugal: ‘Socialism is the soil, democracy the seed, liberty
the flower.” It would be well for those of us who want to reconstruct a
genuine Left in these darkest of times to take this slogan to heart.
Cohen and Rogers may be right in this time and place to focus on
democracy, liberty’s seed. But they have selected the wrong soil for
democracy to develop. The Portuguese slogan asserts that socialism is
indispensable if democracy is to issue in liberty. It is difficult these
days to be confident of any prescription for changing the world radi-
cally for the better. But there is less reason, I believe, to be wary of this
proposition than of Cohen and Rogers’s acquiescence in an indefinitely
prolonged capitalist future.

Notes

1. The only significant exceptions are minority currents within social movements
like feminism or environmentalism. But even radical feminists and environmentalists
tend to share the disinterest in fundamental alternatives to social and politica! arrange-
ments characteristic of the larger movements of which they are a part.

2. Joshua Cohen and Joel Rogers, On Democracy: Toward a Transformation of
American Society, New York: Penguin Books 1983.

3. Cf. Andrew Levine, The General Will, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
1993.
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The Irony of Modern Democracy
and the Viability of Efforts to
Reform its Practice

Philippe C. Schmitter

Consider the irony: On the one hand, many countries on the world’s
periphery and semi-periphery have recently liberated themselves from
various forms of autocracy and are desperately seeking to acquire the
institutions of already established democracies; on the other, those
advanced capitalist societies which have been practicing this form of
political domination for some time are experiencing widespread
disaffection with these very same institutions. The East and South
want nothing more than an imitation of existing practices; the North
and West are bored and disillusioned with them.

In both cases, normative democratic theory has been largely
excluded from the process of deliberation and choice. Joshua Cohen
and Joel Rogers revive this venerable tradition of critical thought and
apply it to the (re-)design of democratic institutions — not by attempt-
ing to affect the nascent practices of South/Eastern democracies where
one might expect that the uncertainties of the regime transition to
provide the greatest window of opportunity, but by addressing the
entrenched habits of North/Western democracies where one has every
reason to suspect greater resistance to change. After all, it is ‘we’ who
have won the Cold War and squelched obstreperous demands for a
New International Economic Order. The ‘end of history’ beckons and
‘they’ must conform to our tried and proven formulas of economic
and political liberalism! N’est-ce pas?

The Dilemmas of Reform

Institutional (re-)design is not an easy reform strategy to advocate or
implement. It tends to be ‘lumpy’ and slow to produce its effects.
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Unlike piecemeal improvements, its sheer ambitiousness provokes an
almost instinctive negative reaction from the status quo - especially
when its ethical justification or instrumental rationale has been
extracted from a ‘foreign’ source and hence, by definition, must be
antithetical to the ‘domestic’ culture. Most of all, it presumes that
the existing arrangement it would replace is amenable to change.
Those benefiting and victimized by it must somehow be willing to
learn that there is another, better way of doing things and to accept the
risk of paying the transaction and transformation costs for getting
there. Revolutionaries (presumably) do not bother to make such petty
calculations, given the magnitude of the anticipated benefits, but
institutional reformists (prudently) should.

Independent of the merits of their proposal, Cohen and Rogers
stand a reasonable chance of gaining a hearing for two reasons: one
general, the other more specific to the polity that mainly concerns
them. The very victory of capitalism/democracy over its opponents has
not only eliminated all ‘systemic’ alternatives for the foreseeable future
(I shall leave aside Islamic or other fundamentalisms on the grounds
that they are only ‘locally’ plausible), but it has also shifted the
grounds for evaluation. It will no longer be possible to justify practices
by extrinsic criteria, i.e. isn’t it true that our system works manifestly
better than theirs? It will be increasingly necessary to satisfy internal
criteria, i.e. does our system fulfil the expectations that its own citizens
have about capitalism and democracy? The standards are likely to be
much more demanding and the dissatisfactions correspondingly
greater. Moreover, when compared to its (less) liberal capitalist-
democratic brethren, the United States is a relatively poor performer.
Mass communications, tourism, the balance of trade, the decline of the
dollar, the quality of products, the stagnation of real wages — all of
these are likely to drive home the message that Americans, despite their
superior size and resource endowment, are doing worse than their
North/Western neighbors. Whether the combination of these two
factors will be sufficient to create an atmosphere of crisis that will
make them willing to consider their long-entrenched practices
amenable to institutional (re-)design is, I admit, problematic, but the
moment seems more favorable for considering what a ‘post-liberal
democracy’ might look like than at any time since the early 1930s.

The Merits of Cohen and Rogers’s Proposal

Now to the merits of what Cohen and Rogers propose. They have
chosen an unusual Archimedean point from which to lever change: the
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system of organized interests. Most reform movements in the past
have focused on more public and apparently tractable institutions:
electoral laws, party statutes, constituency size, apportionment
criteria, legislative committee structure, executive prerogatives, civil
service autonomy, etc. Interest associations are much less obvious
components of modern democracy. They are more numerous and
secretive, have evolved in complex historical trajectories, adopt a great
variety of legal forms and perform an even greater variety of functions
for their members. It is no accident that attempts to regulate ‘lobbies’
have been notoriously unsuccessful. In short, it is much harder to get
a ‘policy grip’ on them — something I fear Cohen and Rogers have
occasionally overlooked.

Which is not to say that I reject the notion that interest associations
should be the focus of deliberate reform effort. Quite the contrary.
[ have argued at length (but not yet published) that there are very sig-
nificant net gains to be made from improving what de Tocqueville
called ‘the art of association’ — both from the normative perspective
of democratic theory and for instrumental reasons of productivity
and competitiveness.! So, by and large I accept those parts of their
paper that stress the advantages of a well-designed system of interest
associations, with some reservations about the transferability of
lessons from European neocorporatism to the United States. Where
I find myself in fairly strong disagreement is with the means they
propose to accomplish these ends.

1. If 1 understand their proposal correctly (and there is some
ambiguity on this crucial point), ‘the state’ would deliberate, certify
what the appropriate interest system should be for each policy
arena and put together an attractive package of incentives for each
participating association. Not only does this presume an existing
capacity for judicious consideration and neutral choice for which there
is no evidence in the United States (and much rhetoric in their paper
to the contrary), but the sheer complexity of making such decisions
is mind-boggling. Leaving aside how policy arenas would be defined
(and what would be done about those that are intersectoral or cross-
cutting), the necessary information about the literally tens of
thousands of potentially eligible associations would completely
overload the legislature. Even if ‘the final authority continues to rest
with the more traditional, encompassing, territorially based systems
of representation’, there is no way that making such a volume
of detailed choices could be described as ‘a deliberative collective
decision’ embodying popular sovereignty.

Moreover, once the arenas had been set, the participants chosen
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and the state subsidies/exemptions allocated, there would be a
powerful tendency toward ‘locking in’ the solution. How would
new claimants be processed? What would be necessary to have a new
policy arena declared? And how would derelict arenas be closed
down? The necessary monitoring of these publicly vested interests
would be considerable — and perhaps even more subject to oligarchic
influences than the original choices. Cohen and Rogers mention briefly
at one point the problem of sclerosis, but do nothing subsequently
to allay my fears. All existing corporatisms, state and societal, have
had to face serious difficulties with the fixity of their interest categories
and the vestedness of their constituent organizations.

2. Cohen and Rogers barely mention what is the most important
emerging property of Western interest systems, namely, the explosion
of activity on the part of organizations that claim to represent ‘causes’
and ‘rights’: feminism, consumerism, environmentalism, pacificism,
vegetarianism, animal protectionism, ethnicism (and sometimes,
racism), familism, communitarianism, speciesism, and so forth.
Presumably, some of these organizations might make it through the
certification process, but they are not likely to be represented on all
the issue arenas they would prefer. How are partisan/territorial repre-
sentatives (whose election depends on the votes of these aroused
people) going to justify refusing them access?

Moreover, it is not clear (to me) whether one can apply to them the
same evaluative criteria of ‘encompassingness’, ‘scope of responsi-
bility’, ‘formality’ and ‘integrative capacity’ that would be used to
discriminate in favor of associations based on class/professional/
sectoral interests. They are bringing to the political process a measure
of ‘other-regardingness’ and ‘principled conviction’ that cannot be
weighed (or bargained away) in the same fashion.

According to my reading, Cohen and Rogers are trying to ensure
that class — capital and labor in their most encompassing organiza-
tional form — will continue to occupy a predominant role in the policy
process, at the expense of more diversified sectoral and professional
cleavages and against the rising tide of less ‘productively’ defined
interests. I believe that the democratic political process has no norma-
tive grounds for imposing and, thereby, reifying a particular set
of cleavages ~ unless and only as long as it is freely chosen by the
citizenry. Whatever one thinks about the past (and future) role of class
and class conflict in capitalist societies, most people would agree that
to legislate its centrality is likely to be futile.

3. Which brings me to my third major objection. At various points
in the essay, especially in the last section on ‘Reforming a Liberal
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Polity’, Cohen and Rogers are manifestly less concerned éﬁu
improving the quality of associability in the United States than with
accomplishing specific policy objectives. To put it bluntly, they are
trying to bring social democracy to the United States g the back door,
when it has been unable to pass through the front (i.e. the electoral)
door. Leaving aside my own personal preferences on the matter
(which hardly differ from theirs), I believe that this is a major strategic
error for any project of institutional (re-)design. No 8.?:: om this
magnitude is likely to pass muster unless the citizenry is .no=<_:.non_
(1) that the measures will produce a major net benefit, wm no&..zm
for everyone; and (2) that they will not upset the existing distribution
of power in ways that can prejudice future decisions. The Cohen m:.—n_
Rogers proposal makes some effort to overcome the first test, but fails
the second. Defective as they may be, the US party system and electoral
process have not produced a majority that supports such substantive
policies, much less the class empowerment that Soc_a.mjgoﬁcaanF
emerge from them. Given the entrenched nature of existing institu-
tions, only a reform project that is more convincingly ‘neutral’ (but
still significant) in its impact stands a chance of being enacted.

An Alternative Proposal for Reform

To all three of these objections, I have a proposed solution.? Cohen
and Rogers must be aware of them since they had in hand, m:ﬁ cite,
an unpublished article of mine on ‘Corporative Democracy’.? First, let
me stress the contrast between my proposal and theirs:

1. The obvious way to rid the state and the legislative process of the
enormous burden of crafting the details of a reformed associative
system is to hand it over to the people. An mvvnov:mﬁ.@ means m.:
doing this would be to create a system of ‘secondary citizenship’, in
which individuals would be issued vouchers at regular intervals for
the support of associations and allowed to distribute them according
to their own, self-assessed interests.* These vouchers would be
exchangeable for public funds from the general budget. Only organiza-
tions accepting certain restrictions, e.g. internal democratic selection
of leaders, transparency of finances, nonprofit-making activity,
etc., would be eligible to receive vouchers and by so doing would be
accorded the status of ‘civic’ or ‘semi-public’ institutions. This rela-
tively simple measure would have the effect of channeling substantially
greater resources into associations of all types and would mwm.o m.nnmzw
reduce (but not completely eliminate) the existing inequalities in the
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experiments with them have already been carried out and evaluated.
To my knowledge, however, this is the first suggestion that vouchers be
used for the purpose of choosing and funding interest representatives.

Semi-public Status

Modern interest associations already perform a variety of public func-
tions in the dual sense that they affect the public with their actions and
that they carry out policies at the command (and sometimes, under the
subsidization) of public authorities, but rarely are they required to
operate under a specific public charter which specifies their rights and
obligations. Chambers, of course, are the exception, but the liberal
laws of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries deliberately made
it easy to form and register an association and, thereby, to acquire
a Suridical personality’ in most Western polities. Trade unions,
however, were a frequent exception and have been subjected to elabo-
rate rules and procedures for attaining the coveted status of ‘most
representative’ or ‘exclusive bargaining agent’. In state corporatist
systems, this reaches the extreme where the very categories of class or
sectoral interest are pre-established by these authorities, who then
licence only a single organization to occupy that space. The system
proposed here would deliberately avoid the specification of any fixed
category of representation based on class, status, sector or profession,
but would leave the organizational boundaries surrounding these
semi-public bodies to the initiative of interest entrepreneurs, the self-
determination of social groups and the subsequent competition for
vouchers from individual citizens.

The central idea behind the development of a semi-public status is to
encourage associations to become better citizens, i.e. to treat each other
on a more equal basis and to respect the interests of the public as a
whole. This effort would involve nothing less than an attempt to estab-
lish a ‘Charter of Rights and Obligations’ for interest associations,
which would, thereby, be recognized as ‘secondary (organizational)
citizens’ — alongside the usual individual variety. It would be naive to sup-
pose that merely imposing certain forms and rules would eo ipso make
them into more ‘fact-regarding, other-regarding and future-regarding’”
actors. The legislation of most Western democracies is strewn with
unsuccessful attempts to regulate lobbies and pressure groups. What is
distinctive about this approach is the coupling of respect for certain
conditions of self-organization and management with quite concrete
incentives for support and a competitive process of allocation.
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It would be presumptuous of me to specify here all the rights and
obligations that might be included in such a Charter. This would
require a great deal of comparative research into existing legislation,
for much of what would be involved is probably already on the books
in one way or another. The purpose served by bringing it together in
one formalized ‘status’ and asking individual interest associations
whether they would agree to abide by that specific package of rights
and obligations would be to clarify ambiguities and jurisdictions —
and to place eventual enforcement under a single, standard authority.

For purposes of illustration only, I could imagine the following
general provisions:

1. A special registration procedure and title for all associations
operating under the Charter that engage in the activity of interest
representation/intermediation.

2. An assurance of access to public authorities concerning all
deliberations relevant to legislation and implementation in their respec-
tive interest domains (Vernehmlassungsverfahren is the inimitable
Swiss-German expression).

3. A guarantee of democratic procedures for the election of all
executive officers and their accountability to the full membership,
with provisions for the protection of minority rights.

4. A commitment to accept as members all individuals, firms,
families, etc. whose interests fall within the association’s self-defined
domain of representation, without regard for partisan affiliation,
gender, race, nationality, etc.

5. A prohibition against the advocacy of violence, racism and
other forms of criminal behavior.

6. A commitment to full public disclosure of associational revenues
and expenditures.

7. A prohibition against engaging in profit-making activities.

8. A prohibition against contributing to the financing of political
parties, social movements or other interest associations (except those
which are their members).

9. An assurance of capacity to participate directly in the implemen-
tation of public policies — even a presumption that relevant policies
will be administered to the maximum feasible extent through
associational channels.

10. A guarantee that public authorities will not intervene in the
internal deliberations and choices of semi-public associations, except
to ensure compliance with the above provisions of their status and the
applicable sections of the civil and criminal codes.



