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Repres en ta tive  democracy—es s en ti ally  liberal  and  bour -

geois—is  the  most  widespr ea d  political  regime  in  the  Wester n

world  today.  Represe n ta t ive s  are  authorized  by  election  to

transform  the  popular  will  into  acts  of  governm e n t .  Thus  we

we  tend  to  think  of  “democracy ” and  “repres e n t a t ion ” as  al -

mos t  synonyms.  The  history  of  ideas,  however,  does  not  sup -

port  this  at  all.

The  great  theorists  of  repres en ta t ion  are  Hobbes  and  Locke.

For  both,  the  people  actually  delega t e  their  sover eignty  by

contrac t  to  governm e n t s .  For  Hobbes,  this  delega tion  is  total.

But  it  leads  by  no  means  to  a  democracy:  its  result,  on  the

contrary,  is  to  invest  a  monarch  with  absolute  power  (the

“Leviatha n”).  For  Locke,  the  delega t ion  is  conditional:  the  peo -

ple  agre e  to  give  up  their  sovereignty  only  in  exchang e  for

guaran t e e s  concerning  funda me n t al  rights  and  individual  free -

doms.  Popular  sovereignty  is  not  so  much  lost  betwe en  elec -

tions  as  suspend e d ,  so  long  as  the  governm en t  respec t s  the

terms  of the  contrac t.

Roussea u,  for  his  part,  holds  that  democracy  is  contradic to -

ry  to  any  represe n t a t ive  regime.  The  people,  for  him,  do  not

contrac t  with  the  sovereign;  their  relations  concern  the  law  ex -

clusively.  The  prince  is  only  the  executive  of  the  people,  who

remain  the  sole  holder  of  legislative  power.  He  is  not  even  in-

vested  with  the  power  belonging  to  the  general  will;  indeed,  it

is  rathe r  the  people  who  govern  through  him.  Rousse au’s  ar -

gume nt  is  very  simple:  if the  people  are  repres e n t e d,  its  repre -

sent at ives  hold  power,  then  it  is  no  longer  sovereign.  The
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sover eign  people  is  a  “collective  being”  that  can  only  be  repre -

sent ed  by  itself.  To  renounc e  its  sovereignty  would  be  like  re -

nouncing  its  freedom,  i.e.,  to  destroy  itself.  As soon  as  the  peo -

ple  elect  its  repres en ta t ives ,  “it  is  a  slave,  it  is  nothing”  (On

the  Social  Contract ,  III, 15).  Freedom,  as  an  inalienable  right,

implies  its  full  exercise,  otherwise  there  cannot  be  true  politi -

cal  citizenship.  Popular  sovereign ty,  under  thes e  conditions,

can  only  be  undivided  and  inalienable.  Any  represe n t a t ion  thus

corresponds  to  an  abdica tion.

If it  is  grant e d  that  democr acy  is  the  regime  based  on  the

sover eignty  of  the  people,  then  one  must  accept  Rousse au’s

argume n t .

Democracy  is  the  form  of  governm e n t  that  corresponds  to

the  principle  of  the  identity  of  the  ruled  and  the  ruler,  i.e.,  the

popular  will and  the  law.  This  identity  derives  from  to  the  sub -

stantial  equality  of  the  citizens,  i.e.,  the  fact  that  they  all  are

also  membe rs  of  the  same  political  unity.  To say  that  the  peo -

ple  are  sovereign,  not  esse nti ally  but  by  vocation,  means  that

it  is  from  the  people  that  the  public  power  and  the  laws  pro -

ceed.  The  rulers  can  thus  be  only  agent s  of  execu tion,  who

must  conform  to  the  ends  deter min ed  by  the  general  will.  The

role  of  the  repres e n t a t ive  mus t  be  reduced  as  much  as  possi -

ble,  the  repres e n ta t ive  manda t e  losing  any  legitimacy  as  soon

as  it  relates  to  ends  or  projects  not  corresponding  to  the  gen -

eral  will.

Exactly  the  opposi te  happen s  today.  In  liberal  democraci es ,

primacy  is  given  to  represe n t a t ion,  and  more  precisely  to  who -

ever  incarna t e s  repres en ta tion,  i.e.,  the  repres en ta t ive.  The

represe n t a tive,  far  from  being  merely  an  “agen t”  expressing

the  will of  his  voters ,  is  the  very  incarnation  of  this  will by  the

mere  fact  of  being  elected.  Election  justifies  him  acting  no

longer  according  to  the  will  of  those  who  elect ed  him,  but  ac -

cording  to  his  own  will—in  other  words,  he  regards  himself  as

authorized  by  election  to  do  what  he  judges  best .

This  syste m  is  the  origin  of  the  criticisms  that  have  always

been  raised  agains t  parliamen t a r is m,  criticisms  that  receive

new  urgency  through  deba t es  on  the  “democracy  deficit”  and

the  “crisis  of repres e n t a t ion.”

In  the  repres e n ta t ive  syste m,  once  the  voter  has  delega t ed

his  political  will to  his  repres en ta t ive  by  voting,  power’s  cente r

of  gravity  inevitably  resides  in  the  repres e n ta t ive s  and  the  po -

litical  parties  that  subsum e  them,  and  no  longer  in  the  people.
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The  political  class  soon  forms  an  oligarchy  of  professionals

who  defend  their  own  interes t s  (the  “New  Class”) , in  a  general

climate  of  confusion  and  irresponsibility.  Today,  when  people

hold  decision- making  power  much  more  often  by  nomina tion

or  co- optation  than  election,  this  oligarchy  is  augm en t e d  by

“exper ts ,”  senior  officials,  and  technicians.

The  rule  of  law,  whose  virtues  liberal  theorists  regularly  cel -

ebrat e—des pit e  all  the  ambiguities  attache d  to  this  expression

—see ms  unlikely  to  correct  the  situation.  Consisting  of  an  en -

semble  of  procedur e s  and  formal  legal  rules,  it  is  actually  indif -

ferent  to  the  specific  aims  of  politics.  Values  are  excluded  from

its  concern,  thus  leaving  an  open  field  for  the  confronta tion  of

interes t s .  Laws  have  authority  solely  becaus e  they  are  legal,

i.e.,  in  conformity  with  the  constitution  and  the  procedure s

provided  for  their  adoption.  Thus  legitimacy  is  reduced  to  le -

gality.  This  positivist- legalist  concep tion  of  legitimacy  encour -

ages  respec t  for  institutions  as  such,  as  if they  constitut e  ends

in  the ms e lves ,  without  the  popular  will  being  able  to  amend

them  and  control  their  operation.

However,  in  democracy,  the  legitimacy  of  power  does  not

depend  solely  on  conformity  to  the  law,  or  even  conformity  to

the  Constitution,  but  above  all  on  conformity  of  governme n t al

practices  to  the  aims  assigne d  by  the  gener al  will.  Thus  the

justice  and  the  validity  of  the  laws  canno t  lie  entirely  in  the  ac -

tivity  of  the  state  or  the  legislative  productions  of  the  party  in

power.  Likewise,  the  legitimacy  of  right  cannot  be  guaran t e e d

by  the  mere  existenc e  of  jurisdictional  control:  it  is  also  neces -

sary  that  right  be  legitima te ,  that  it  answer  to  the  citizens’  ex -

pecta tions ,  and  that  it  integra t e  the  aims  directed  towards  the

service  of  the  common  good.  Finally,  one  can  speak  of  the  le -

gitimacy  of  the  cons titution  only  if  the  authority  of  the  con -

stituent  power  is  recognized  as  always  able  to  amend  its  form

or  conten ts .  Which  is  to  say  that  the  constituting  power  canno t

be  comple tely  delega t e d  or  aliena t ed ,  that  it  continues  to  exist

and  remains  higher  than  the  constitution  and  cons titutional

laws,  even  when  those  proce ed  from  it.

Obviously  we  can  never  complet ely  escap e  repres e n ta t ion,

since  the  idea  of  a  controlling  majority  encounte r s  insurmount -

able  difficulties  in  modern  societie s.  Repres en t a tion,  which  is

never  more  than  a  makes hift,  does  not,  however ,  exhaus t  the

democr a tic  principle.  It  can  to  a  large  extent  be  correct ed  by

the  impleme n t a t ion  of  participatory  democracy,  also  called  or -
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ganic  democracy  or  embodied  democr acy.  Such  a  reorient a -

tion  appe ars  even  more  necess a ry  today  becaus e  of  the  gen -

eral  evolution  of  society.

The  crisis  of  institutional  structures  and  disapp ea r a nc e  of

the  founding  “grand  narra tives,”  the  growing  disaffection  of

the  electora t e  for  conventional  political  parties,  the  revival  of

commu nity  life,  the  emerg enc e  of  new  social  or  political  move -

ment s  (ecological,  regionalist,  identitarian)  whose  common

charac t e ristic  is  less  to  defend  negotiable  interest s  than  exis -

tential  values —all  these  allow  us  to  envision  the  possibility  of

recrea ting  a  funda me n t ally  active  citizenship.

The  crisis  of the  nation  state—due  in  particular  to  the  global -

ization  of  economic  life  and  the  deploym en t  of  phenom e n a  of

planet a ry  influence—caus e s  for  its  part  two  modes  of  tran -

scendenc e :  at  the  top,  through  various  attem pt s  to  recrea t e  at

the  suprana t ional  level  a  coherenc e  and  efficiency  in  decision-

making  that  would  allow,  at  least  in  part,  regulate  the  process

of  globalization;  a t  the  bottom,  through  the  renewed  impor -

tance  of  small  political  unities  and  local  autonomies .  These  two

tendencies—which  not  only  do  not  oppose  but  actually  com -

plemen t  one  another,  imply  one  another—hold  the  reme dy  for

today’s  democracy  deficit.

But  the  political  scene  is  still  changing.  On  the  right  is  a  rup -

ture  of  the  old  “hegem onic  block”  becaus e  capitalism  has  lost

its  alliance  with  the  middle  classes  due  to  the  completion  of  its

belat ed  moder niza tion,  the  evolution  of  production  costs,  and

the  transna t ionaliza tion  of  capital  acceler at ed  by  the  crisis.  At

the  same  time  the  middle  classes  feel  disorient a t e d  and  often

threat en e d ,  the  lower  classes  are  increasingly  disappoint ed  by

the  governm e n t a l  policies  of  a  left  which,  after  having  dis -

avowed  practically  all  its  principles,  tends  to  be  identified

more  and  more  with  the  interes t s  of  the  upper  middle  class.  In

other  words,  the  middle  classes  no  longer  feel  repres e n t ed  by

the  parties  of  the  right,  while  the  popular  elemen t  feels  aban -

doned  and  betrayed  by  the  partie s  of  the  left.

In  addition  to  that ,  finally,  the  efface me n t  of  old  points  of

reference ,  t he  collapse  of  models,  the  disintegr a tion  of  the

grea t  ideologies  of  modernity ,  the  absolute  power  of  a  syste m

of  commerc e  that  (may)  deliver  the  means  of  living  but  not  the

meaning  of  life,  raise  again  the  crucial  ques tion  of  the  mean -

ing  of  the  human  prese nc e  in  the  world,  of  the  meaning  of  in-

dividual  and  collective  existenc e ,  and  all  this  while  the  econo -
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my  produces  more  and  more  goods  and  services  with  less  and

less  labor,  which  multiplies  exclusions  in  a  context  already

heavily  marked  by  unemployme n t ,  precarious  employme n t ,

fear  of  the  future,  insecurity,  reactive  aggressiven es s ,  and  ten -

sions  of  all  kinds.

All these  factors  call  for  an  in-depth  recas ting  of  democr a tic

practices  that  can  take  place  only  in  the  direction  of  true  par -

ticipatory  democr acy.  Indeed,  in  an  increasingly  “illegible”  so -

ciety,  participa tory  democracy’s  main  adven ta g e s  are  elimi -

nating  or  correcting  the  distortions  caused  by  repres en ta t ion,

ensuring  great e r  conformity  of  the  law  to  the  general  will,  and

founding  a  legitimacy  without  which  institutional  legality  is

mere  show.

It  is  not  possible  to  recrea t e  such  an  active  citizenship  on

the  level  of  the  grea t  collective  institutions  (parties,  trade

unions,  churches ,  armies,  schools,  etc.)  that  today  are  all  more

or  less  in  crisis  and  thus  can  no  longer  play  their  traditional

role  of  social  integra tion  and  media tion.  Nor  can  the  control  of

power  be  the  sole  preroga tive  of  political  partie s  whose  activi -

ty  is  too  often  reduce d  to  clientelism.  Today,  participatory

democr acy  can  be  only  a  basis  democr acy.

The  purpose  of  this  basis  democr acy  is  not  to  gener alize  dis -

cussion  on  all  levels,  but  rather  to  det er mine,  with  the  assis -

tance  of  the  grea t es t  number ,  new  decision  procedur es  in  con -

formity  with  its  own  require me n t s  and  the  aspirations  of  the

citizens.  Nor  can  it  be  reduced  to  a  simple  opposition  of  “civil

society”  to  the  public  spher e,  which  would  amount  to  further

extending  the  influence  of  the  privat e  and  giving  up  political

initiative  for  obsolete  forms  of  power.  On  the  contra ry,  it  acts

to  make  it  possible  for  individuals  to  prove  thems elves  as  citi -

zens,  and  not  as  memb er s  of  the  private  spher e,  while  sup -

porting  as  much  as  possible  the  blossoming  and  multiplication

of  new  public  spaces  of  initiative  and  responsibility.

The  referendu m  procedur e  (which  results  from  governm e n t

decision  or  popular  initiative,  which  referendu m  is  optional  or

obligatory)  is  only  one  form  of  direct  democr acy  among  others

—one  whose  import anc e  is  perhaps  overes t ima te d .  Let  us

stress  once  again  that  the  real  political  principle  of  democr acy

is  not  that  the  majority  decides,  but  that  the  people  are

sover eign.  Voting  per  se  is  only  a  simple  technical  mean s  to

consul t  and  reveal  opinion.  This  means  that  democracy  is  a

political  principle  that  should  not  be  confused  with  the  means
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it  uses,  no  more  than  it  can  be  reduced  to  a  purely  arithmet ic

or  quantit ative  idea.  Citizenship  is  not  exhaus t e d  by  voting,

but  is  presen t  in  all  methods  allowing  one  to  give  or  refuse

consen t ,  to  expres s  refusal  or  approval.  It  is  thus  advisable  to

explore  system a t ically  all  possible  forms  of  active  participation

in public  life,  which  are  also  forms  of  responsibility  and  person -

al  autonomy,  since  public  life  conditions  the  daily  exist ence  of

us  all.

But  participatory  democracy  is  more  than  just  political.  It

also  has  social  import.  By  supporting  relations  of  reciprocity,

by  allowing  the  re- crea tion  of  social  bonds,  it  can  help  recon -

stitut e  today’s  weaken ed  organic  solidarity,  to  recrea t e  a  so -

cial  fabric  frayed  by  the  rise  of individualism  and  the  syste m  of

compet i tion  and  self- interes t .  Insofar  as  it  produces  elemen -

tary  sociality,  participatory  democr acy  goes  hand  in  hand  with

the  rebirth  of  vibrant  communities,  the  re- creation  of  solidarity

in neighborhoods ,  districts,  workplaces ,  etc.

This  participa tory  concep tion  of  democracy  is  entirely  op -

posed  to  the  liberal  legitima tion  of  political  apathy,  which  indi -

rectly  encourag e s  abs ten tion  and  leads  to  the  reign  of  man -

agers,  expert s,  and  technicians.  Democracy,  in  the  final  analy -

sis,  rests  less  on  the  form  of  governm e n t  per  se  than  on  the

participa tion  of  the  people  in  public  life,  such  that  the  maxi -

mum  of  democracy  merges  with  the  maximu m  of  participa -

tion.  To  participate  is  to  take  part,  to  prove  ones elf  as  part  of  a

unit  or  a  whole,  and  to  assum e  the  active  role  that  results  from

this  memb er ship.  “Participa tion,  said  René  Capitan t,  is  the  in-

dividual  act  of  the  citizen  acting  as  membe r  of  the  popular  col -

lectivity.”  One  sees  by  this  how  much  the  concep t s  of  mem -

bership,  citizenship,  and  democr acy  are  interdep e nd a n t .  Par -

ticipation  sanctions  citizenship,  which  results  from  membe r -

ship.  Members hip  justifies  citizenship,  which  allows  participa -

tion.

Everyone  knows  the  motto  of  the  French  republic:  “Liberté,

égalité ,  fraternité ”—“Liberty,  equality,  fraternity.”  If the  liberal

democr aci es  have  exploited  the  word  “liberty,”  if  the  former

people’s  democracies  seized  upon  “equality,”  then  organic  or

participa tory  democracy,  based  on  the  active  citizenship  and

the  sovereign ty  of  the  people,  could  well  be  the  best  way  to

respond  to  the  impera tive  of  fraternity.
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