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at Twente University and from the very helpful students at the University of
Southampton who ‘road tested’ some of the chapters for us. Ursula Neumann
and Benjamin Engst at the University of Mannheim checked many of the
entries and provided updated information. Also, Benjamin Engst pitched in at
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Ken Newton would also like to thank Wolfgang Merkel and his colleagues in
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As political scientists, not politicians, we cannot blame any faults and
errors in this second edition on anybody but ourselves, least of all those
named above.
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January 2009
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Key terms and concepts

As key terms and concepts are introduced in the book, they are briefly
defined in the margin of the text. Rather longer definitions, sometimes with

qualifications and examples, are given in the Glossary at the end of the book

and a fully searchable, electronic version is available on the companion
website.



How to use this book

This book has many special features to help you work your way through the
chapters efficiently and effectively and to understand them. This section
shows you what these features are and how they help you work through the
material in each chapter. Each chapter contains:

An introduction with a brief account of the topics it covers, so that you
know what to expect. For example, chapter 2 includes:

e  Why study states?

¢ The modern state and democracy
¢ The rise of democratic states

e Redistribution and welfare states
e theories of states and society

Each chapter ends with a summary of its main findings and what we have
learned from using the comparative approach to government and politics.
For example, chapter 2 concludes with:

What have we learned?

This chapter has dealt with the difficulties of characterising and defining
states, and with the historical development of modern states, especially
democratic ones.

Democracy is a variable not a constant. Accepted ideas about what democ-
racy is, and how it operates, are changing as standards rise.

The lessons of comparison

Although states across the globe, from the strongest to the weakest, are
increasingly confronted with other powerful organisations, especially
international business (MNCs), non-governmental organisations (NGOs)
and international agencies, they are still the most important political
actors in the world.

A concluding section reviews the main theories and approaches of politi-
cal science towards the subject matter of the chapter. By the end of the



How to use this book

book you will have covered every major theoretical contribution to com-
parative politics from Plato to the most recent researcher in the field.

m Theories of state and society

Broadly speaking, there are four major approaches to the relationship
between ‘state’ and ‘society’:

e State supremacy

e State dependency

e Interdependency

e Separation and autonomy.

e ‘Key term’ entries. When a new concept is
introduced it is picked out in bold letters in the
text and defined in brief and simple terms in
the margin. All the key terms are then brought
together in the ‘Glossary of key terms’ at the end
of the book. This makes it easy to refresh your memory about concepts.

Democracy ‘A political system whose
leaders are elected in competitive
multi-party and multi-candidate
processes’ (Freedom House).

e ‘Controversy boxes’ provide you with an overview of the most contentious
topics in comparative government and politics.

CONTROVERSY 2.1

Focusing on the state is.... .

Area of debate Right, because: Wrong, because:

Euro-centrism Although the idea of the modemn The idea of the modemn state is
state originated in Europe, every Euro-centred and ideologically loaded,
corner of the world is now claimed and should be replaced by concepts
by states. taking account of political arrangements

in other cultures.

e ‘Briefing boxes’ give you a rich and concise account of important topics
and material to illustrate them and bring them alive.

Briefing 2.1

Only the state can bail out private actors and guarantee financial security

In the first years of the twentieth-first century housing prices exploded in many countries and
personal debts increased as people tried to raise their standard of living. Banks and other
financial institutions provided easy mortgage credits and loans to finance this boom and make
big profits. With the collapse...etc.
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e In addition to the tables and figures, ‘fact files’ organise hard evidence
to support the general accounts of comparative government and politics
contained in the text.

Fact file 4.1

m Constitutions

e The first codified constitution was San Marino's (1600), followed by Canada'’s (1774) and the
USA's (1787).

e Between 1990 and 1995 ninety-six countries — more than a third of the world's total — adopted
new constitutions. Twenty were in central and eastern Europe, but thirty-one were in central and
southern Africa.

e Most countries have modified their constitutions at some point in their history, but Belgium,
Canada, France (twice), the Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden and Turkey have done so in
major ways in recent decades. The Indian constitution...etc.

The end material of the chapters also includes:

e Two or three small projects that you can use to test your understanding
and consolidate your learning.

1. Would you call the country you live in a ‘nation’ (or a ‘nation-state’)?
What makes it a state, and when did it achieve statehood?
2. Draw up lists of:
(1) the ten largest and smallest states in the world
(2) the ten oldest and youngest states in the world
(3) the ten richest and poorest states in the world.
What do the oldest states have in common compared with the
youngest, and what do the richest have in common compared
with the poorest?

e A short list of further reading and details of useful websites.

Further reading

P. Dunleavy and B. O’Leary, Theories of the State: The Politics of Liberal Democracy,
Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1987

An overview of discussions of the state and its development.

G. Gill, The Nature and Development of the Modern State, Basingstoke: Palgrave,
2003.
A concise overview of the state and its development.
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Websites

http://countrystudies.us/

Extensive statistical information about many economic, social, political and
demographical developments for virtually all states of the world.

WWW.UN.org

Official website of the UN. Provides information on the UN as well as links to
specific organisations.

The Introduction that follows spells out the main themes that run through-
out the book. It tells you what to keep in mind and look out for as you work
your way through the chapters. Finally, at the end of the book we have added
a Postscript on the main methodological questions in comparative politics.

Extensive online resources, including all the material listed above, are
available on the book’s website. You can search this material for yourself at
www.cambridge.org/newton.

For students additional material includes an updated reading list, web-
sites and advanced further reading. Multiple-choice questions allow students
to test their understanding of each chapter.

For instructors, all figures and tables from the book are available along
with lecture slides. Additional student questioning includes exam and essay
questions.


http://countrystudies.us/
www.un.org
www.cambridge.org/newton.

Introduction

This introduction does three things. First, it explains why we should bother
to study comparative politics at all. Why is it important to know how foreign
political systems work? Second, it considers the strengths and weaknesses of
the comparative approach to political science. It argues that, in spite of its
problems, comparative politics adds something of great importance to our
ability to understand what goes on in the political world. And third, it pro-
vides some signposts to guide you through the book to make it easier and
more interesting for you to understand and absorb its contents.

® Why comparative politics?

Why do we bother to study comparative politics and government? There are
many good reasons but three of the most important are: (1) we cannot under-
stand our own country without a knowledge of others; (2) we cannot under-
stand other countries without a knowledge of their background, institutions
and history; and (3) we cannot arrive at valid generalisations about govern-
ment and politics without the comparative method.

Understanding our own country

To understand our own country we must study other countries as well. This
may sound like a strange statement, but it has some powerful logic to support
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it. We often take the political institutions, practices and customs in our own
country for granted, assuming that they are somehow natural and inevitable.
Only when we start looking around at other countries do we understand that
our own ways of doing things are sometimes unique, even odd or peculiar. It
is said that fish will be the last form of life on earth to realise the existence of
water: since they spend their whole life in water with no experience of any-
thing else, they have no reason even to imagine that anything else exists. For
this reason the writer Rudyard Kipling wrote, ‘What knows he of England,
who only England knows?’, making the point that people who have no know-
ledge of other countries cannot begin to understand their own.

Understanding other countries

It is obvious that we cannot begin to understand the politics of other countries
unless we know something about their history, culture and institutions. And
this, in turn, is important because what these countries do often affects us
directly or indirectly: they impose import duties on our goods, refuse to sign
trade agreements or agree to pollution controls, do not contribute to inter-
national peacekeeping forces, threaten us with military force, or are unhelp-
ful in trying to solve international economic problems. Why do they act this
way? Knowing their history, culture and institutions helps us to understand
and explain their actions and perhaps change the situation for the better.
Ignorance is a recipe for complication and failure; knowledge can help us
improve matters.

Constructing valid generalisations

The purpose of science is to arrive at valid generalisations about the world.
Such generalisations take the form of ‘if~then’ statements - if A then B, but
if X then Y. Aeroplane designers need to know that if their planes exceed the
speed of sound they will break the sound barrier, affecting how the planes
handle and the stress on their structures. Doctors need to know that if a
certain drug is administered then a patient’s disease is likely to be cured.
Chemists need to know that if two substances are mixed then a third sub-
stance may be produced that is useful to us.

To arrive at these if-then statements, scientists carry out systematic exper-
iments in their laboratories, comparing what happens under different cir-
cumstances. Aeroplane designers have wind tunnels; drug companies and
chemists have laboratories in which they manipulate the conditions of their
experiments in a careful and systematic manner. Political scientists also try
to arrive at valid generalisations about the world of government and politics
by means of comparison, but unfortunately they can rarely experiment. For
example, political scientists are interested in the effect of different voting
systems on election results, and it would be nice if we could order our gov-
ernment to use a new voting system to see what happens. Obviously this is



not possible. An alternative might be to set up a quasi-experiment that tried
to measure how people behave using different voting systems, but labora-
tory experiments can only approximate the conditions of the real political
world. They cannot reproduce them exactly. And political scientists have to
be exceedingly careful in their experiments not to break any moral rules or
do harm to their experimental subjects. For the most part, controlling vari-
ables in an experimental manner, much less in laboratory conditions, is not
an approach open to political science research.

What political scientists can do, however, is compare things that happen
‘naturally’ in the real world. For example, different countries have different
voting systems and we can compare them to estimate their effects. We note
that countries with voting system A have a higher voting turnout than coun-
tries using system B. However, we cannot immediately conclude that A causes
a higher voting turnout than B until we are sure that this effect is not caused
by factors other than voting systems. Perhaps system A countries happen to
be smaller, wealthier or better educated than system B countries and it is size,
wealth or education that influences voting turnout. We cannot control (hold
constant) all other variables, as laboratory scientists do, but we can use meth-
ods to simulate the holding constant of variables. In this way we can make
statements such as: ‘All other things being equal (size, wealth, education), ifa
country has a type A voting system, then it will tend to have a higher voting
turnout than countries with type B voting systems.’

It would be unwise to try to make general ‘if-then’ generalisations based
on a study of only one country, or even a small handful of them. It is easy
to jump to false conclusions when studying one or a handful of cases. In
fact, this frequently happens when people with an inadequate understanding
of the subject conclude that something must be true based on their limited
experience of what happens in their own country (see briefing 1). What we
need to do is compare a range of countries of different size, wealth and edu-
cation to estimate the independent effects of these and voting systems on
turnout. Studying one or a few countries might not be enough; we need a
range of countries with a spread of characteristics that we think might influ-
ence voting turnout.

Comparative politics has increasingly turned to the comparison of either a
few carefully selected countries or a large number of them. To study a number
of countries using both type A and type B electoral systems we can concen-
trate on a few countries which are very similar in most of their characteristics
but organise their elections differently. In this way we can conduct a ‘natural
experiment’ that provides us with a few countries that have different elect-
oral systems but little variation in other respects that might affect voting
turnout. Alternatively, comparing a large number of countries with different
voting systems and with a wide variety of other characteristics can reduce the
chances of arriving at false conclusions. In this way we can see if countries
with one particular kind of voting system have higher turnout than countries
with other voting systems, irrespective of other variations.

Introduction
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Is widespread gun ownership in the USA
responsible for its high gun crime figures?
It is commonly claimed that the widespread
ownership of guns in the United States is
responsible for the country’s high gun crime
and murder rate. Yet both Switzerland and
Israel have a high proportion of guns, partly
because they train all men (in Switzerland)
and all men and women (in Israel) for
military service and because, depending on
their duties, those in service routinely carry
small arms or keep them at home.
Law-abiding citizens in both countries

are entitled to own guns and in Israel a

high proportion of people carry concealed
weapons in their everyday life. In Switzerland
shooting is a popular sport. In Israel gun
crime and the murder rate is low by
international standards and in Switzerland

it is so low that there is no need to keep
records and gun control is not an issue.
Comparison shows that widespread gun
ownership is not the only explanation for the
country’s high gun crime and murder rate.

Is the very high population density of
Manhattan responsible for its high

crime rate?

Experiments with rats shows that over-
crowding causes aggression and compulsive
eating. Does the high population density of
New York (especially Manhattan) have the
same effect on its population of increasing
aggression, crime and obesity? Some other
cities (Hong Kong, Singapore, Tokyo) with
similar or higher density ratios have much
lower violent crime and murder rates than
New York, and relatively few obese people.
The conclusions seems to be that: (1) it can
be misleading to draw conclusions about
human beings based on animal experiments:
and (2) comparison of New York with other
crowded cities suggests that population
density cannot be a powerful cause, if it is

a cause at all, of New York’s high level of
aggression, crime and obesity.

m The strengths and weakness of cross-national
comparative political science

Political scientists can compare in different ways; they can compare across
time, across countries and across different places or population sub-groups
within a country. For example, if we want to generalise in an if-then manner
about the effects of age, gender and religion on voting turnout we might com-
pare, within our own country, the voting turnout of old and young people,
males and females, and different religious groups. This would be using the
comparative method but not the cross-national comparative method. As
things have developed in political science, however, the term ‘comparative
politics’ has come to mean research on two or more countries. Although
all scientists rely upon comparisons, when political scientists use the term
‘comparative politics’, they are most generally referring to the comparison
of political patterns in different countries. Sometimes this is referred to as
‘cross-national’ research.



Cross-national comparative research has some great strengths. Although
we can compare within a given country as well as across different countries,
we have already noted that one-country studies can run into problems. For
example, in conducting a perfectly good comparison of different electoral
systems in our own country, we may not be able to examine the effects of dif-
ferent parties or party systems on turnout simply because our country always
has the same parties and the same party system in its elections. When we take
a broader view of countries with different parties we might see that these
parties also have a big effect on turnout. The cross-national method is more
reliable because it allows us to test generalisations about politics in one set of
circumstances against those in a wide variety of circumstances. This means
we can put greater confidence in the reliability of our generalisations.

m The pros and cons of cross-national
comparative politics

In spite of these advantages, comparative politics has its fair share of
deficiencies:

e It cannot answer questions of values

e It lacks evidence

e It deals in probabilities, not certainties or laws

e [t suffers from the fatal flaw that what it can measure is not worth
studying

e Every country in the world is unique so comparisons are impossible.

We will look at these in turn.

It cannot answer questions of values

Questions such as ‘Is democracy the best form of government?’, ‘Should
we value freedom more than equality?” and ‘Which party should we vote
for?’ are matters of values and subjective judgements. They are not, in the
final analysis, a matter for empirical research. Like all sciences, comparative
politics can never answer value questions or matters of subjective opinion,
although it may provide evidence that helps some people to make up their
mind about them.

It lacks evidence

Although comparative government deals in facts and empirical evidence, it
often lacks even an adequate supply of facts and data. Rarely do we have
adequate or comparable measures for a large number and variety of coun-
tries. By and large we have more evidence about the wealthiest countries in
the world because they are better organised and equipped to produce sta-
tistics about themselves. For the same reason we have more evidence about
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recent years. But even in the most advanced societies we often lack even the
minimum quantity and quality of evidence necessary to answer our research
questions satisfactorily. This state of affairs will improve as data becomes
more plentiful, but meanwhile the data problem remains a severe one.

It deals in probabilities not certainties or laws

Comparative politics does not provide us with laws about how government
and politics work. It can only make if-then statements of a probable or likely
kind. We can reach the conclusion that one voting system is likely to encour-
age a higher voting turnout than another, but cannot say that this will always
or inevitably happen in every case. First, there is the unpredictable human
factor, and second, there are a large number of causal factors involved, some
of which can interact in a complex way. Rarely are matters so simple that
we can say that A produces B. Most usually it is A, interacting with X, inter-
acting with Y, interacting with Z, that produces B, or something like it. As
a result, comparative government cannot tell us what will happen with a
high degree of certainty but only, at best, what is likely to happen under cer-
tain circumstances, and the circumstances may not be present in any given
case. Therefore, comparativists are fond of the qualifying words ‘tends to’,
‘often’, ‘in some cases’, ‘probably’, ‘likely’, ‘may’, ‘in a percentage of cases’.
Comparativists rarely use the word ‘never’ and rarely use the word ‘always’.
In the political world there are almost always exceptions to the general rule,
and usually a significant number of them.

We should not be put off by the fact that comparative politics is not a
laboratory subject and cannot manipulate its variables at will. Quite a few sci-
ences suffer from the same problem. The human body is such a complex thing
that doctors can rarely be certain that a given drug will cure a disease and are
often unsure about its side effects. Similarly, the world’s climate system is so
complicated that climate specialists cannot tell us whether it will rain or not
on a given day, so they talk about the probability of rain. Cosmologists can-
not tell us whether the universe will continue to expand, contract or reach
a steady state. Civil engineers cannot be sure that their buildings and struc-
tures will survive earthquakes, hurricanes and terrorist attacks. Note that in
all these cases, as in comparative politics, scientists cannot control their vari-
ables in a laboratory, either because of moral limits (experiments on human
beings) or the inability to manipulate the world’s weather or, indeed, the
universe. Comparative politics struggles to be as scientific as possible, but
like some other sciences it falls short of the ideal.

It suffers from the fatal flaw that what it can measure is not
worth studying

Some critics argue that the information used by comparativists is mislead-
ing, false or meaningless and that what can actually be studied using such



information is of little or no value. The strongest criticism claims that empiri-
cal social science is limited to counting manhole covers - something that can
be done with great precision by people of the meanest intelligence but is of
little interest to anybody and little importance for anything.

It is certainly true that comparative politics is limited in what it can study,
and that it can say little or nothing about the important value questions of
political theory and philosophy. But comparative politics has things to say
of interest and importance about many subjects of concern in modern soci-
ety. For example, to continue with our examples of voting turnout, politi-
cians and political commentators are worried that low or declining turnout
shows that something is wrong with the democracies, and comparative polit-
ics can say something about whether and why this might be true. The critics
might respond with the ‘lies, damned lies and statistics’ argument that voting
turnout figures are of little use because they are inaccurate, misleading or
fake - they overlook the possibility of corrupt election practices, compulsory
voting, totalitarian countries with a 99 per cent turnout, or the fact that turn-
out can be calculated in different ways to produce different conclusions. The
comparativists would reply that this is all the more reason for knowing about
the problems of turnout figures, which means understanding how they are
produced in different countries and when the statistics lie and deceive, and
when they reliable and useful for study.

In the end the debate boils down to how one evaluates the different kinds
of questions that political science can tackle. Critics argue that comparative
politics cannot deal with the big issues of truth, beauty, freedom and justice;
comparativists know this but claim they can study some factual matters that
throw light on important questions. The critics argue that comparative polit-
ics deals with trivial and measurable issues; the comparativists acknowledge
that this is sometimes true, not always, and that in any case science does not
always advance in giant leaps and bounds but by inching along in tiny steps
before making its big breakthroughs.

Every country in the world is unique so comparisons
are impossible

One argument against comparative politics is that since every country is
unique, all cross-national comparisons are like comparing apples with
oranges. We cannot, according to this thinking, ever learn from other coun-
tries because everything is different there. We cannot benefit from studying
how the Swedes subsidise their political parties, how the Japanese manage
their national economy or how the New Zealanders reformed their political
system because these countries are uniquely different. There is some truth
in this argument. The practices that work well in some countries do not
always travel well to other places. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that we
can often borrow from other countries without much modification: the idea
of the Ombudsman (see chapter 4) has been adopted successfully in many
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countries; the basic ideas of proportional voting systems (chapter 12) have
spread throughout the world after its first use in Belgium in 1900; the prin-
ciple of the separation of powers (chapter 4) as discussed by Montesquieu
(1689-1755) is now found in every democracy in the world.

It is true that every country is unique, but it is also true that all countries
are the same at a general level. At first sight this is a strange statement, and
how do we explain it? An analogy is helpful. Every human being is unique
with respect to DNA, physical appearance, personality and abilities. At another
level, human beings are exactly the same: they are all (or the huge majority
of them) homo sapiens, warm-blooded primates, vertebrate mammals able to
walk upright on two legs, able to communicate complex and highly specific
messages by voice, and they all have four fingers and an opposing thumb on
each of two hands, and large, problem-solving brains. At a still more general
level, human beings are similar to other primates, especially chimpanzees,
gorillas and orang-utans and share no less than 96 per cent of their DNA pro-
file with them. At a still more general level, human beings have something
in common with pigs, to the extent that pig organs can be transplanted into
human beings.

In short, what is unique and what is comparable depends on the level
of analysis and what is being compared. A silly-but-serious question asks,
‘Is a mouse more like a frog or a whale?’ The critic of comparative politics
might answer that these creatures are all different and unique and cannot
be compared. The answer of the comparativist is that it depends on what
you want to compare. The frog and the mouse are of similar size compared
with the whale, but the frog and the whale can live in water, and the mouse
and the whale give birth to live young. In some ways Costa Rica is more like
the USA than Sweden because Costa Rica and the USA have presidential
systems of government (chapter 5). In other respects Costa Rica is more like
Sweden because both have unitary forms of government, whereas the USA
is federal (chapter 6). At one level each political system is unique; at another
level some systems are similar in some respects. What countries you select
for comparison depends crucially on what you want to study. This makes
comparative politics both more possible and more complicated than its crit-
ics assert.

B The themes that run through the
book - what to watch for

Although each and every system of government is unique, there are broad
similarities between different groups of countries. This makes the job of the
comparative political scientists easier because instead of reciting the particu-
larities of each system, which would result in a mind-boggling list of detailed
variations rather like reading through a telephone directory, we can often



reduce this great mass of detail and complexity to a few general themes.
These themes run through the book. The themes are:

e The importance of institutions

e History matters

e The social and economic basis of politics

e The importance of politics

e The way in which the infinite variety of detail combines with a few
general patterns.

The importance of institutions

Much of the most recent comparative politics focuses on the attitudes and
behaviour of individuals: how they vote, their political values, political cul-
ture, the ways in which they engage in politics, and so on (see chapter
9-11). At the same time we should not lose sight of the great influence
and importance of institutions - the structures of government that distin-
guish federal and unitary systems, presidential and parliamentary systems,
pluralist and corporatist systems, and so on. As you progress through the
chapters you can note the ways in which institutions matter, and how and
why they do so.

History matters

History throws a long shadow. Major events centuries ago, and the outcomes
they produce, can affect us strongly even now. Sometimes, it seems, a politi-
cal decision or turning point can create what is known as path dependency.
By this we mean that decisions taken in the past can narrow the options that
are available to us today, and decisions taken today may limit options in the
future. For example, institutions tend to develop a life of their own and to
preserve themselves because of institutional inertia. This means that an insti-
tution that has developed strong roots in government in the past may well
influence current events. As we move through our chapters we will see how
historical events, sometimes a long time ago, have implications for political
patterns and practices today.

The social and economic basis of politics

One school of thought in political science explains political patterns in terms
of social and economic patterns or prerequisites. It points out that different
social groups think and behave in different ways and draws the conclusion
that social conditions have a strong influence on politics (see chapter 2). Some
writers go further than this and claim that all politics can be explained in
terms of economic models. The chapters that follow will explain the social
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and economic basis of politics, but they will also deal with the limitations of
these explanations.

Politics matters

The social and economic explanations of politics are limited because they tend
to ignore or overlook the importance of political institutions, events, ideas
and cultures. Social and economic factors may have a powerful influence, but
so also do political considerations - how political elites react to events, how
political ideals affect the way people think and behave, how political institu-
tions have an impact, how electoral systems influence electoral outcomes. It
may seem like trying to have one’s cake and eat it when we insist that social
and economic and political factors influence government and politics, but, in
fact, this simply acknowledges the fact that the social, economic and political
are tightly interwoven aspects of the same thing in the real world.

From a mass of detail to general types

As we have emphasised, every political system is unique in many ways, but
fortunately for the student of comparative politics we do not have to keep
track of each and every particularity because, at a more general level, pol-
itical systems tend to cluster around a few general types. Whether we are
discussing executive and legislative power, multi-level government, pres-
sure group systems, electoral systems, the mass media, party systems, party
ideologies, and so on, we will see how a huge variety of detailed and par-
ticular differences between countries most generally break down into a few
general types. This is a blessing for comparative political scientists because it
turns a job that would be like reading the telephone directory, where every
entry is different from every other in some crucial but boring detail, into the
more exciting task of constructing general models and theories that apply to
a wide variety of democratic nations across the world. Instead of describing
each and every political system, we can analyse their contrasts and similar-
ities in terms of a few general characteristics. We can see families of similar
political systems among the huge and bewildering variety detail. The chap-
ters that follow describe these patterns, types and clusters of characteristics
when they arise.



PART |

The state: origins and development

It was already late at night on 4 August 1789 when the French National Assembly
continued its debates. The situation was disastrous. A new wave of social unrest,
upheaval and looting had swept the country and people were near starvation in
many cities. The problems seemed insoluble and the three classes — nobility, clergy
and bourgeoisie — were fighting each other and the king. If no reconciliation could
be reached soon, the country would collapse into chaos and civil war. Instead of
dealing with these burning problems directly, the Assembly argued about a list of
principles that should be used as a guideline and benchmark for political activities.
On 26 August 1789, the 'Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen" was
proclaimed. It sought to smash the ancient institutions and end privilege. From that
moment on, the power of the state was to be based on the consent of its citizens
and the protection of individual rights.

Until the National Assembly declared these principles, France was ruled by the
king and his royal clique. The heated debates in August 1789 mark the rise of a
new type of government and politics. Political power was no longer based on some
‘natural order’, God's will, or long-established rights of the nobility. As a citizen,
every person had basic and equal rights, and the state was the property of its own
citizenry. This double recognition indicated a radical break with previous think-
ing. Power, government, politics, the state — all these had existed long before the
Declaration was proclaimed, but in August 1789 the Assembly knocked down many
conventional ideas and replaced them by new interpretations consciously focusing
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on the crucial position of ‘the people’. In this way, the much older idea of the state
was given a radically new interpretation.

We start our treatment of comparative politics with an overview of the historical
development of the ‘state concept’ as well as the actual establishment of states
around the world. Part | consists of three chapters. Chapter 1 examines the emer-
gence of the state, its main characteristics, and its spread and variety in the latter half
of the twentieth century. As will become clear, states are the most important agen-
cies for the organisation of political power. In chapter 2, we will take a closer look
at democratic states and welfare states as they originated in the last two centuries.
The transition of states into democratic states is discussed in chapter 3. Although the
number of states has constantly risen in the last few decades, democracy remains a
fragile thing in some places and several states that were initially democratic returned
to less democratic arrangements.

The three chapters of the first part of this book deal with states in general and
with democratic states in particular:

 The idea of the state and the development of the modern state
+ States and democratic states
+  Democratic change and persistence.



1 The development of the
modern state

Watch any newsflash or open any newspaper and you will see headlines such
as ‘France and Britain agree on migration’, ‘Reforms in Costa Rica problem-
atic’, ‘US presents new plan for the Middle East’, or ‘Germany objects to Dutch
tomatoes’. These phrases are shorthand. They refer to an agreement among
French and British diplomats to check the passports of passengers from Paris
to London, or to an initiative of the German minister for agricultural affairs to
reduce the import of watery vegetables. Messages such as these are the alpha
and omega of politics and current affairs. And states are always at the centre.
Indeed, the study of states and the similarities and differences in their
political institutions and forms of government are at the centre of the study
of comparative politics and government. Even fashionable debates about the
‘withering away’ of the state in an era of globalisation are possible only if we
are clear about the concept of the state to start with. Nor can we understand
the politics of the European Union, a form of political organisation that is
above and beyond individual states, unless we understand what states are and
what they do. This does not mean that states are the only things that mat-
ter, nor does it mean that ‘the state’ is a perfectly clear and straightforward
concept. But it does mean that the centrality of states in the modern world
cannot be neglected, and that the ‘state concept’ is one of the most import-
ant building blocks of comparative politics. The starting point of our account
of comparative government and politics is therefore the nature of the mod-
ern state. And the starting point of our account of the state is a pragmatic
approach to the question: How do we recognise a state when we see one?
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In this introduction, we shall deal with the emergence of the state and the
state concept. In spite of the common use of the term, it is not easy to distin-
guish states from other organisations and institutes.

The five major topics in this chapter are:

e What is a state?

e Territory, people and sovereignty
e The rise of the modern state

e (atalysts: warfare and capitalism
e Growth after 1945.

® What is a state?

The state is only one of many different ways of organising government. In
the eighteenth century, when the French Assembly issued its ‘Declaration
of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen’ (see briefing 1.1), states were not
widely spread across the globe. Other forms of political organisation such

as city-states, empires, princedoms and tribes

Declaration of the Rights of Man The were much more widespread. The state is a

seventeen articles, describing the purpose of
the state and the rights of individual citizens,
proclaimed by the French National Assembly in
August 1789. A similar list had been proclaimed

relatively recent political invention. Today,
however, the whole world is divided into states,
and the concept of the state has triumphed as

in the USA in 1776. a form of political organisation. With the
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exception of the high seas and Antarctica,
every place on earth belongs to a state (see figure 1.1). Several areas are
disputed among states and wars over territory are waged, but in general
there is no quarrel about the fact that states are the main actors in these
disputes.

Though states are universal, they still present a puzzle. Philosophers, poli-
ticians, jurists and political scientists have argued about them for centuries.
It goes without saying that France, Denmark, Uruguay, or South Africa are
states: all are independent political entities and each of them is recognised
by the others as a state. You can find them on maps, their representatives
meet in New York or Paris and you hear their national anthems on various
occasions. Still, six key difficulties can arise when we try to characterise states
in general terms:

e States vary hugely, ranging from France under Louis XIV to Montenegro,
recognised in 2006 as one of about 193 independent states in the world.
Modern democratic states range from India and Canada, to Denmark and
New Zealand, and from Stalin’s Soviet Union to Germany under Hitler.
How can we put such a diverse collection of political phenomena into the
same box labelled ‘states’?

e Some forms of government look like states in some respects, but they
are not actually states. The European Union and the Russian Federation
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Briefing 1.1

First three articles of the ‘Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen’ (Paris, 1789)

1. Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions may be founded only
upon the general good.
2. The aim of all political association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible’
rights of man. These rights are liberty, property, security, and resistance to oppression.
3. The principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation. No body nor individual may
exercise any authority which does not proceed directly from the nation.
(www.yale.edu)

! ‘Imprescriptible’ means self-evident and obvious, and not derived from or dependent upon any external authority.

perform many state-like functions, but are they the same as states such as
Argentina, Latvia, or Taiwan?

e The Vatican, Luxembourg, Monaco and San Marino look like states in
some respects, but they are not the same as their neighbours, France and
Italy.

e Some states have been recognised for centuries, but others, such as Israel
and Palestine, are highly disputed. Is the latter a state simply because it
calls itself one?

e Even for undisputed states such as France it is not easy to reach agree-
ment about the exact date of its beginning. Was it in 1789? Or should we
go back to the Treaty of Verdun in 843? Did states exist in Aftrica or Asia
before European colonisers drew borders, almost haphazardly, through
these continents? Were Babylon or Ancient Rome states as we understand
them today?

e The term ‘state’ is quite close to other but different terms, such as coun-
try, nation, political system, nation-state and empire. To make things
even more complicated, these terms are often confused or loosely used
as synonyms.

We do not get a clear picture of what is meant by the term ‘state’ by simply
looking at the different ways it is used (or misused) today. We have to be more
systematic, and we can do this by following in the footsteps of the Greek
philosopher Aristotle (384-322 Bc). He began with the question: What distin-
guishes a state from other forms of social life? In the opening sentences of
book I of his Politics, Aristotle remarks:

Every state is a community of some kind, and every community is established with
a view to some good . . . But, if all communities aim at some good, the state or politi-
cal community, which is the highest of all, and which embraces all the rest, aims,
and in greater degree than any other, at the highest good.

(Louise R. Loomis, ed., Aristotle: On Man in the Universe, Roslyn, NY: Black, 1943: 249)
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Figure 1.1: States of the world, 2007
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This characterisation contains a number of important assertions. First of
all, a state is not some abstract construct, but a variant of human social life (a
‘community’). It is, furthermore, not just any variant of social life, but the
most important one (‘the highest of all’) and it can also be called a ‘political
community’. Finally, all other communities are included in the state because
it ‘embraces all the rest’. Modern states still claim to be the dominant force,
just as Aristotle noted. In order to obtain and keep its place as the highest and
most encompassing ‘community’, a state must be in charge: that is, it must be
more powerful than any of the ‘communities’ it
incorporates. This characterisation immediately
suggests that power is vital for any discussion of
states and politics. And yet even this focus on
power, important though it is in defining the state, is not sufficient. States
also have other characteristics to do with territory, people and sovereignty
(controversy 1.1).

Power The ability to make other people do
what they do not want to do. Power is the ability
to apply force.

CONTROVERSY 1.1
What is a state?

1. Do we have a clear idea about the state?
What is a (or the) nation? No satisfactory criterion can be discovered for deciding which of the many human
collectivities should be labelled in this way.
(Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990: 5)

As a concept the state has been somewhat overlooked in the political theory and research of the last century,
especially in the Anglo-Saxon world, and still creates a good deal of confusion and uncertainty.
(David Robertson, ed.,, The Penguin Dictionary of Politics,
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985: 308)

2. s the rise of states self-evident?

Of the many theories addressing the problem of state origins, the simplest denies that there is any problem
to solve. Aristotle considered states the natural condition of human society, requiring no explanation. His error
was understandable, because all societies which with he would have been acquainted — Greek societies of the
fourth century B.c. — were states. However, we now know that, as of A.D. 1492, much of the world was instead
organised into chiefdoms, tribes, or bands. State formation does demand an explanation.

(Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel, New York:

Norton, 1999: 283)

3. Where do states come from?

If we now ask, where the state comes from, the answer is that it is the product of a long and arduous struggle
in which the class which occupies what is for the time the key positions in the process of production gets the
upper hand over its rivals and fashions a state which will enforce that set of property relations which is in its
own interest. In other words any particular state is the child of the class or classes in society which benefit from
the particular set of property relations which it is the state’s obligation to enforce . . . the state power must be
monopolised by the class or classes which are the chief beneficiaries.

(Paul M. Sweezy, The Theory of Capitalist Development, New York:

Monthly Review Press, 1942: 242—3)
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m Territory, people and sovereignty

States collect taxes, provide schools and highways, wage wars, control the
opening hours of shops, regulate the sale of alcohol and cigarettes, and pro-
mote economic growth. They erect police stations and Inland Revenue offices,
municipal swimming pools and embassies abroad, mints and hospitals and
they employ fire fighters and soldiers. Some states improve the living condi-
tions of their citizens and provide services for the young and old, the sick and
disabled, and the poor and unemployed. But it is not difficult to find examples
of states that behave quite differently - ranging from the protection of illegal
money deposited in Swiss banks to war and the genocidal killing of innocent
millions for ‘reason of state’. How, then, do we recognise a state if virtually
anything can and has been done by them?

In spite of confusion and continuing debate about the ‘nature’ of the state,
it seems to be rather easy to recognise a state. Almost every state calls itself a
‘state’ and emphasises its uniqueness by having
a national anthem, a flag, a coat of arms, a
national currency, a national capital and a head
of state. States are acknowledged by other states as ‘states’, and they exchange
ambassadors. These are, however, the symbols of statehood. At the heart of
the matter lie three core features of the state:

e A state entails a territory that it considers to be its own. This area can be
as huge as Canada or India, as small as The
Netherlands or Switzerland, or even as tiny
as Slovenia and Tuvalu. It can be an island or a continent (or, in the case of
Australia, both), and its borders may have been undisputed and secure for
centuries or constantly challenged. To the territory of a state belongs the
air space above it as well as its coastal waters. The only restraint on the
territorial aspect of the state is that it has to
be more or less enduring; an ice floe - even
one as large as France or Uruguay - does not
count. Sometimes the label ‘territorial state’ is used to underline the
importance of this geographical feature. Less precisely, we commonly use
the term ‘country’.

e A state entails a people, that is, persons living together. Here, too, numbers
are irrelevant (think of China, India, the
Palau Islands and Iceland). To be a people,
the individuals concerned must have some-
thing in common, but exactly what they
must share to be called ‘a people’ - language, religion, a common history,
a culture - is a highly contested matter. Minorities who do not speak the
same language, or share the same religion or culture can be found in
almost every state in the world. For instance, 30 per cent of the citizens
of Latvia are Russians. For the moment, we shall stick to the requirement

Territory Terrain or geographical area.

term for state or nation-state.

People A group of people whose common

lective entity.

consciousness and identity makes them a col-

State The organisation that issues and enforces
binding rules for the people within a territory.

Country An imprecise synonym or short-hand
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Sovereignty The highest power that gives the
state freedom of action within its own territory.

that any state requires a population, and say nothing about minimum
numbers or what they have in common. In other words a deserted island
may be part of a state, but it cannot itself be a state. Equally, not all indi-
viduals are citizens of a state. As the number of exiles, migrants, and asy-
lum seekers increases, so the problem of the stateless becomes ever more
acute (briefing 1.2).

A state is sovereign, that is, it holds the highest power and, in principle,
can act with complete freedom and independence: it has sovereignty.
Aristotle had something like this in mind with
his remark that the state is a community ‘which
is the highest of all, and which embraces all the
rest’. Sovereignty is a claim to ultimate authority and power. Usually, two
types are distinguished: (i) internal sovereignty, meaning that within its
own territory every state can act as it wishes and is independent of other
powers and (ii) external sovereignty, referring to the fact that the state is
recognised as a state by other states. Sovereignty means that a state is
independent and not under the authority of another state or ‘community’.
Here, we must distinguish between power and sovereignty: the USA and
Mauretania are equal as sovereign states, though the USA is vastly more
powerful. States are also sovereign in principle, as we noted above. This
does not necessarily mean that they are free to do whatever they want,
because all sorts of factors may limit their powers - other states, the global

Briefing 1.2

Not every human being is a citizen . . .
Citizens are protected and supported by

the state. They can usually get a passport, a
licence to drive a car, admission to elemen-
tary education, a job, or assistance if they are
unemployed or ill. Yet quite a number of citi-
zens are forced to leave the state they were
born in, because they are refugees, exiles, or
asylum seekers. Those of us lucky enough to
be secure in our citizenship are likely to take
it for granted, but its great importance in our
lives can be seen in the plight of those who
are deprived of citizen rights — no residency
rights, no working rights, no passport, no wel-
fare services, no driving licence and perhaps
no bank account. More and more people are
in this situation as the number of migrants,
exiles and asylum seekers grows. Which
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state should provide a stateless person with
a passport, work rights, or unemployment
support? Many are very reluctant to take in
citizens of other states and offer them the
same rights as their own citizens.

In 1950, the UN created the High Commission
for Refugees (UNHCR), a special organisation to
deal with exiles and refugees. Its main aim was
to find new places to live for about 400,000
people who had been forced to leave the place
they lived in Europe after the Second World War.
Initially, UNHCR was founded for three years,
but in 2007 it was working harder than ever,
faced with the problems of more than 31.7
million people: refugees, internally displaced
persons (IDPs), returning refugees, the stateless
and others of concern. (Wwww.unhcr.org)


www.unhcr.org
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economy, even the weather. Moreover, states may voluntarily limit their
power by signing international agreements, although if they are sovereign
states they may also decide to revoke these agreements if circumstances
change. Especially after the genocides in Bosnia (1992) and Rwanda (1994),
states increasingly accept the idea that sovereignty cannot be invoked
when genocide, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity occur. Nor
can states ignore those events beyond their borders simply because action
does not suit their national interests (see briefing 1.3).

Each state is characterised by these three features; each claims sovereign power
over its people and its territory. More specifically, we can speak of a state as
an organisation that issues and enforces rules for a territorially defined area
that are binding for people in that area. Sovereignty does not mean that the
state is above the law. Indeed, most states constrain their sovereign power by
subjecting them to the rules of a constitution (see chapter 4).

Straightforward as this definition of a state may seem to be, there are still
complications. Some regions in the south of Italy are, in effect, controlled by
the Mafia in a state-like manner. Multi-national companies (MNCs) such as
Nike or Shell, and organisations such as the IMF, are also hugely powerful.
Did the states of The Netherlands and Belgium disappear when they were
occupied by Germany in the 1940s?

Briefing 1.3

R2P: sovereignty entails responsibility

Each individual State has the responsibility to protect its populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic
cleansing and crimes against humanity. This responsibility entails the prevention of such crimes, including
their incitement, through appropriate and necessary means. We accept that responsibility and will act in
accordance with it.
(Resolution adopted by the UN General Assembly:
60/1. 2005 World Summit Outcome)

... recognising that this responsibility lies first and foremost with each individual state, but also that,
if national authorities are unable or unwilling to protect their citizens, the responsibility then shifts to
the international community; and that, in the last resort, the United Nations Security Council may take
enforcement action according to the Charter.
(Statement by Kofi Anan, UN Secretary-General to the General Assembly,
21 March 2005 (www.un.org/largerfreedom/sg-statement.html))

The Responsibility to Protect means that no state can hide behind the concept of sovereignty while it con-
ducts — or permits — widespread harm to its population. Nor can states turn a blind eye when these events
extend beyond their borders, nor because action does not suit their narrowly-defined national interests.
These principles were set forth in a report entitled The Responsibility to Protect (R2P), and continue to
evolve and develop new meaning as the international community comes to understand that sovereignty
entails responsibility.
(www.responsibilitytoprotect.org/index.php/pages/2)
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In order to deal with those complications, the notion of the state is further
specified by looking more closely at sovereignty. The German social scientist
Max Weber (1864-1920) did this stressing, first of all, that the abstract term
‘sovereignty’ meant that the state possessed the monopoly of the use of phys-
ical force. Only if the state controlled the use of physical force could it impose

its rules and realise its claims as the most impor-

Legitimacy The condition of being in accord-  tant ‘community’. Weber moved one crucial step

ance with the norms and values of the people.
‘Legitimate power’ is accepted because it is

seen as right.

Government A government has a monopoly
of the legitimate use of physical force within a
state. Securing internal and external sovereignty

further. In his view, the control of physical force
was not sufficient for statehood. Also required
was a ‘monopoly’ that was accepted as right - a
monopoly that was not only legal, but also has legitimacy. The Weberian def-
inition of the state, then, consists of four elements:

e Weber accepts the three conventional characteristics of a state - territory,
people, sovereignty.

e He specifies the meaning of ‘sovereignty’ by referring to the distinction
between ‘legal’ and ‘legitimate’. It is not sufficient to base physical force
upon the law (legality). The use of physical force must also be accepted as
right, and morally legitimate by citizens.

e The use of physical force alone, therefore, does not distinguish between
states and other organisations. Organisations such as Microsoft, the World
Bank, the IMF, the Mafia and the European Union are powerful, and
may be more important for many people than, say, the state of Latvia or
Iceland. Some of these organisations use physical force, but none of them
claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of this force over its people as
states do.

¢ Finally, Weber points to the fact that some actor or institution must mon-

opolise the legitimate use of physical force if the

state is to avoid the danger of anarchy and law-
lessness. Usually, we call this actor or institution

of the state are major tasks of any government. ~ the government of a state.
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We can see these elements in Max Weber’s definition of the state:

A compulsory political organisation with continuous operations will be called a

‘state’ insofar as its administrative staff successfully uphold the claim to the monop-
oly of the legitimate use of physical force in the enforcement of its order.

(Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretative Sociology, eds.

Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, New York: Bedminster Press 1968: 54;

emphasis in the original)

Can we recognise a state if we see one with the help of Weber’s character-
isation? Most of the time it will not be too difficult to grasp that a trade agree-
ment between Chile and Argentina will involve two states, or that Romania’s
application for EU membership is an act of state. Similarly, traffic regulations
are enforced by the police in the name of their state, as are invitations to par-
ticipate in public elections. All these are based on the claim of a monopoly of
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the legitimate use of physical force over people living in a specific area - and
so all are acts of state.

We mentioned earlier that other terms are sometimes used in place of
‘state’. States are often referred to as ‘countries’
or ‘nations’ or as ‘mation-states’, so we now
examine what makes a country a state and a

Nation-state A state based on the acceptance
of a common culture, a common history and
a common fate, irrespective of whatever polit-

state a nation-state, by looking at the develop- cal, social and economic differences may exist

ment of the modern state and the processes of between the members of the nation-state.

state and nation building.

m The rise of the modern state

The state emerged in medieval Europe, between about 1100 and the sixteenth
century. In that period, territorially based rulers claimed independence and
created their own administrations and armies. At the same time, the idea of
sovereign power was developed. However, each state has its own unique his-
torical patterns in its progress towards modern statehood, and none follows
quite the same path. Any discussion of state formation and the development
of states must therefore start from a two-fold assertion: (i) the state concept
is inextricably bound up with European history and Western political theory,
and (ii) there is no uniform or general law that governs the appearance, or
disappearance, of states.

Historical origins and development

States originate in many different ways and their development follows no
single pathway. There are three general patterns, however:

e Transformation First, states arose on the basis of the gradual transformation
of existing independent political units - mostly medieval monarchies.
Major examples were Britain and France, whose independence goes back
to the Middle Ages and whose development as states took several centur-
ies. In Europe the Treaty of Westphalia signalled the final triumph of the
state as a form of political organisation, as well as settling the borders of
many states (see fact file 1.1).

e Unification Second, some states arose by the unification of independent
but dispersed political units. This process was mainly concentrated in the
nineteenth century and major examples were Germany and Italy.

e Secession Finally, states arose from the secession or break-up of independent
political units - mostly empires or large heterogeneous states - into one or
more states. The break-up of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Ottoman
Empire after the First World War are examples. In Africa and Asia decolon-
ization after the Second World War resulted in many new states after former
occupied territories gained independence. More recently, Czechoslovakia
was split into two independent states: the Czech Republic and Slovakia.
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Fact file 1.1

The Treaty of Westphalia (1648)

The first decades of the seventeenth century were characterised by a series of wars between Spain,
France, Sweden, Bavaria, The Netherlands, Denmark and countries in central Europe, known as the
Thirty Years War (1618—48). It destroyed about 2,000 castles, 1,600 cities and more than 18,000
villages across Europe. The population of the war-torn area declined about 50 per cent in rural areas,
and up to 30 per cent in urban regions. This changed the economic, demographic and political
landscape in Europe profoundly and eventually led to a settlement that, in effect, created the state
system of the modern world.

In a situation of continual wars and conflicts, it slowly became clear that a solution could be based
on a ‘package deal' between different sides. In 1648, delegates from the warring factions met in the
cities of Osnabrick and Miinster in Westphalia to negotiate an all-encompassing peace treaty. The
final set of agreements is called the Treaty of Westphalia or the Peace of Westphalia. It had very
important consequences for the division of power — and therefore for the development of states —
in Europe. The agreements recognised the rights of states and their sovereignty, settled the religious
disputes in Europe and provided solutions for a number of territorial claims. Most important, the
Treaty established a system of states, and of diplomatic relations between them, that has lasted
more or less intact until the present day.

Most new states today, such as those born out of the collapse of the Soviet
Union and Yugoslavia, are the product of secession. Few states are now the
result of successful attempts to unify formerly divided or dispersed independ-
ent units.

State formation and nation building

One of the best-known efforts to account for the different historical paths
taken by the modern states of Europe is presented by the Norwegian political
scientist Stein Rokkan (1921-79). In his view, the

Cleavages Cleavages are deep and persistent  formation of modern states proceeded in several

differences in society where (1) objective social
differences (class, religion, race, language, or
region) are aligned with (2) subjective aware-
ness of these differences (different cultures,

phases, which are closely linked to basic societal
conflicts (‘cleavages’). Rokkan also distinguished
between state formation and nation building.

ideologies and orientations). The first concerns the creation of state institu-
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tions, especially an army, a bureaucracy, and a
system of government. The second involves welding the population of the state
into a single ‘people’ with a shared sense of belonging that often comes from a
common language, religion, education, historical heritage and culture.

Rokkan discerned four stages in the development of the modern state. The
first two are generated by powerful elites who attempt to consolidate their
power and territorial independence. The second two are of a quite different
nature and concern the internal restructuring of established states.
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The four stages are:

e State formation

e Nation building

e Mass democracies
e Welfare states.

State formation: penetration

In the first phase, elites took the initiative for the unification of a given territory,
usually the elites of major urban centres who consolidated their control over
peripheral and rural areas. Territorial consolidation was achieved mainly by
economic and military means. In order to control these territories and secure
their compliance, institutions were built to provide internal order and deal
with disputes (police and courts), to provide external security (armed forces
and diplomatic services), to extract resources (taxes and tolls) and to improve
communications (roads and bridges), often for military reasons. Clear demar-
cation of territory was crucially important. Broadly speaking, the period of
state formation in Europe started in the high Middle Ages and lasted until the
foundations of the western European state system, enshrined in the Treaty of
Westphalia (see fact file 1.1).

Nation building: standardisation

During the second phase of nation building the main concerns were cultural
issues of a common language, religious differences and compulsory educa-
tion. The aim was to create feelings of a common identity and a sense of
allegiance to the political system among the often disparate populations of
the new states. A common, standardised language was spread by compulsory
education for every child. Military conscription for young men strengthened
feelings of identity with the nation. The central idea of the nation-state is the
acceptance of a common culture, a common history and a common fate, irre-
spective of any social and economic differences between people. If the histor-
ical roots of this common fate were not self-evident - and usually they were
not - national myths about shared experiences and historical destinies were
often created and spread through the school system. In order to heighten
national identity, ‘system symbols’ - such as a national hymn, national flag
and national heroes - were emphasised. By developing this sense of ‘belong-
ing’, elites tried to transform their states into nation-states.

Mass democracies: equalisation

Although the nation-state is now the ‘property’ ofits citizenry it was elites, not
masses, who originally created and ruled it. In the third phase the masses con-
quered the right to participate in governmental decision making, and hence
democratic states (or democracies) were created. Political parties were founded
to link citizens with elites in assemblies and parliaments. Less visible - but
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Welfare states Democracies that accept
responsibility for the well-being of their citizens,
particularly by redistributing resources and pro-

certainly not less significant - was the institutionalisation of opposition
parties: gradually these political systems accepted the idea that peaceful
opposition to the government was legitimate, and even the idea of peaceful
change of groups or parties in government. The idea of the alternation of par-
ties in government was associated with the belief in the principle of the legit-
imacy of popularly elected government. Hence universal adult suffrage was
introduced at a fairly early stage, although women usually had to wait much
longer to vote. In mass democracies, political power is legitimated by mass
participation and elections. The earliest mass democracies arose in Europe
towards the end of the nineteenth century.

Welfare states: redistribution

The last phase in the development of the territorial state is the explicit
endorsement of policies to strengthen economic solidarity between different
parts of the population. Public welfare services
were created to support the young and old, the
sick and disabled, and the unemployed and poor.

viding services for the young, old, sick, disabled Progressive taxation and state contributions
and unemployed. facilitate the transfer of resources from the
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wealthier to the less fortunate parts of the popu-
lation. Welfare states, characterised by redistribution and equality of oppor-
tunity, were created, particularly in north-western Europe after the Second
World War.

Few states went through these four stages from the medieval period to
the third millennium in a more or less regular and ordered way (France and
Britain are exceptional). In many cases, the order of the four stages was inter-
rupted by revolution, war or foreign occupation (as for Germany) and it is
not easy to say when some phases started or how long they lasted. When, for
example, did Italy become a welfare state? In some instances, phases over-
lapped or coincided. Spain combined the last two phases after its transition
to democracy in the 1970s. Some phases are very long for some states, but
hardly discernible for others. In other words, the history of each state is too
complex and diverse to be covered by a simple, uniform scheme. Rokkan’s
four phases help us understand the process of state and nation building not
because each state follows exactly the same pattern but because we can
compare and understand how they developed by describing how each devi-
ates from, or conforms to, the general pattern. In spite of their differences,
however, the early developments of almost all states were in the early stages
driven by two fundamental and enormously powerful forces: warfare and
capitalism.

Catalysts: warfare and capitalism

The initial phase of the state building process in Europe, as we have seen,
is focused on securing the compliance of territories with the wishes of
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centralising elites. Military might was important in this process. Military
technology changed in the late medieval period, replacing the heavy cavalry
with massed infantry and, later, with artillery and guns. Small private armies
with an obligation to a feudal lord were replaced by large standing armies
serving the state. The rights and powers of local landowners and of the nobil-
ity were replaced by centralised state power and resources. At the same time,
the need to wage war against internal and external enemies functioned as
catalysts for state formation, because only states were able to organise and
pay for the large armies and the wars they fought. War was a normal state
of affairs for the emerging states of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries:
great powers such as Spain, France, England, and The Netherlands were very
frequently at war during this period. Persistent involvement in wars and the
long-term struggle for domination of territories over centuries of European
history can thus be seen as the primary factor behind the emergence of the
modern state with all its powers and capacities.

The rise of capitalism in the eighteenth and nineteenth century also facili-
tated the emergence of the modern state. The capitalist mode of production
brings together two important factors - labour and capital - for the creation of
goods that can be sold at a profit. But this production process depends on the
availability of a secure infrastructure; that is, investment and profit depend
on social and physical security and stability. The infrastructure necessary for
capitalism and profit includes not just roads, bridges, harbours, canals and
railways but also educational and health facilities, as well as police to protect
property and a legal system regulating contracts and commercial disputes.
Some of these can be produced only by a central power, while others require
central regulation and control.

Capitalism, then, requires an agency capable of the following four tasks:

e To secure investments

e To provide social and physical infrastructures

e To control and regulate conflicts between capitalists and other classes

e To protect the interests of capitalists and other classes against competi-
tion from abroad.

The obvious institution to perform these functions is the state with its
territorial boundary, its monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force, and
its power to tax and provide collective facilities and services. No other institu-
tion can perform these functions as effectively, and without the state there
could be no capitalism.

Was the state created to wage war and promote capitalism? In large part,
yes, but this interpretation is too simple for the complex, difficult and varied
process of state formation. Warfare and capitalism are certainly very impor-
tant factors in the formation of states and the development of states in Europe.
Yet none of these factors accounts for the initial rise of independent territo-
rial units and the idea of sovereignty. The demands of war and profit certainly
strengthen the formation of territorially defined political units that became
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known as states, but equally they were also important catalysts rather than
direct causes of state formation.

Growth after 1945

From Europe, the idea of the state rapidly spread over the world, but it was
not until the second half of the twentieth century that the number of states
suddenly increased. After the First and Second World Wars, states founded
special organisations to deal with relations among themselves, especially
with regard to international conflicts. Some observers even looked forward
to the creation of a single ‘world state’. The League of Nations was created in
1919, but not all those eligible applied for membership and the organisation
remained rather weak. After the Second World War a new organisation of
states was set up: the United Nations (UN). UN membership is an unambigu-
ous sign of internationally recognised statehood, and virtually all states have
joined. Only the Vatican, DAR Sahara, the Palestinian Territories, Kosovo and
Taiwan are not members of the UN, although they can be considered states.
For a long time Switzerland declined membership to underline its inter-
national neutrality, but it joined the UN in 2002.

The spread of states over the world is illustrated by the steady growth of
UN membership. Figure 1.2 shows the increase from about fifty states in 1945
to 192 in 2007. Three stages of growth are evident:

e A first occurs in the second half of the 1950s, when a first wave of decolon-
isation (e.g. Ghana, Morocco, Tunisia, Libya, Laos) took place. In addition,
the recognition of ‘spheres of influence’ for the USA and the Soviet Union
(USSR) allowed a number of states (e.g. Albania, Austria, Finland, Japan,
Romania) to become UN members.

e Decolonisation also marks the second wave of the spread of states, which
started in the early 1960s (including Algeria, Gabon, Senegal, Chad) and
lasted until well into the 1970s (Surinam, Mozambique, Vietnam). By 1980,
more than 155 states were UN members.

e The last rapid increase took place after 1989, when the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the end of communist rule in central and eastern Europe caused a
fresh wave of nation-state creation in places such as Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania
and Poland. The spread of states, however, continued because of the foun-
dation of new ones (including Bosnia-Herzegovina, the Czech Republic and
Slovakia in the 1990s and Kosovo in 2008) and because of the search for rec-
ognition among existing countries, such as Kiribati and Tonga.

Occasionally states disappear. This was the case with the unification of East
and West Germany in 1990 and North and South Yemen in the same year.
Attempts to obtain independence by regional or ethnic separatist movements
in some parts of the world probably mean that states will continue to increase
in number in the coming decades.



The development of the modern state

Figure 1.2: UN member states, 1945-2007
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Based on: United Nations: Growth in the United Nations Membership, 1945-present
(www.un.org/members/growth.shtml#1940).

m State theories

The state has fascinated political theorists since the rise of the Greek city-
state and the writings of Aristotle and Plato more than 2,400 years ago.
Modern theories fall into two very broad cate-
gories. First, there are normative political the-
ories. These are based onvaluesand judgements
about how the world should be, and what governments ought to do.
Normative theories of the state are discussed in some detail in chapter 13.
Second, there are empirical political theories,
completely different from normative theories, e T R
about how the state actually operates and why 1,y e political world actually works and why it
it operates that way. works that way.

We shall present a systematic overview of
empirical theories of the state based on the relations between states and
societies at the end of chapter 2. For the moment, it is enough to note that
political scientists, historians and philosophers have presented a very large

Normative political theories Theories
about how the world should be or ought to be.

Empirical political theories Theories that
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and diverse array of theoretical approaches to the state and its origin, which
is surpassed only by the number of different states in the world. Four of the
most common approaches are:

e Constitutional

e Ethical and moral
e Conflict

e Pluralist.

Constitutional approaches

According to these theories, the state is established by some agreement or
social contract between citizens and rulers that defines the major functions
and tasks of the state and the powers of its rulers. Social contract theorists
know very well that there never was an actual ‘contract’ of this kind, but they
conduct a sort of mental experiment in order to understand what sorts of
agreements between citizens and rulers are necessary to establish an ordered
and stable state. The main concern of these theories is the question of how
the legitimacy of the state is established.

Ethical and moral approaches

The starting point of these theories is how we can organise society so that
individuals can live together as peacefully and satisfactorily as possible. Some
take the view that society consists of individuals who should be as free as
possible to do what they wish. Others view society as a collective entity that
should ensure the collective well-being and welfare of its individual citizens.
A variant of such views is the religious theories that argue that the state
should establish the rule of God on earth, or else ensure that the state con-
ducts its affairs according to God’s intentions and rules.

Conflict approaches

These theories stress the conflicting nature of interests and values in society
and see the state as a device to exercise the power necessary to regulate these
conflicts. Marxist theories are one version of this approach. They emphasise
the unavoidable struggle between different classes and their incompatible
economic interests, and claim that the state is nothing other than an instru-
ment by which property owners maintain their power over the great mass
of the working class. As we have already seen, capitalism and state building
were closely connected, and from this it can also be argued that the state is
the means by which capitalists control other classes in society in order to
secure their own interests. Feminist theories of the state are similar in some
respects to class theories, but instead of seeing the world in terms of classes
they see it as divided between male and female interests. Feminists argue that
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the state has been used by men to control women, and that it should now
become the battle ground for women’s liberation.

Pluralist approaches

Like conflict approaches, pluralist theories see the state as the main instru-
ment for the regulation of conflict and the reconciliation of competing inter-
ests. But rather than arguing that the state is the instrument of the ruling
class, pluralists see it as a kind of referee that uses its legitimate authority
(force if necessary) to make sure that the interests of all groups are treated
reasonably fairly. The state is a battle ground for many competing groups, not
an instrument of class control and oppression.

Other theories

This does not exhaust the main theories of the state, nor the many variations
on each of the main approaches, and you will inevitably encounter other
theories and other variations. It will be helpful to ask four questions about
any new theory in order to get an idea of its main content and concerns:

1. Is the theory a normative one that deals with the ideals and goals of the
state, or is it an empirical theory that tries to describe and understand the
nature and organisation of the state - the way in which the state actually
operates as opposed to how it should operate?

2. Does the theory start from individual rights and duties and the import-
ance of preserving them (in which case it is probably an individualist
one)? Or does it start from the mutual obligations and interdependence
of citizens (in which case it is probably a collectivist one)?

3. Does the theory emphasise the laws and the formal structure of institu-
tions of the state (in which case it is likely to have its roots in organisa-
tional or constitutional approaches)?

4. Does the theory concentrate on the competing interests of classes, eth-
nic groups, or men and women (in which case it is likely to be a conflict
theory), or does it emphasise the capacity of the state to reconcile and
integrate the interests of different social groups (in which case it is likely
to belong to the pluralist family)?

® What have we learned?

This chapter has dealt with the difficulties of characterising and defining
states, and with the historical development of modern states.

e Although globalisation is widely said to be reducing the power and impor-
tance of the state, or even causing its death, the number of states in the
world is still rising. With the exception of Antarctica and the high seas, every
spot on earth belongs to one of the 195 or so states in the world today.
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States are characterised by three features: territory, people and sovereignty.
Ultimately, states are based upon the power of their armies, police and
the law but to be stable and democratic the use of state force must be
regarded as legitimate by its citizens. That is, the use of power should be
in accordance with the norms and values of its citizens. The term ‘legitim-
acy’ is especially used by Max Weber in his definition of the state.
Globalisation is widely claimed to cause the declining power of the state,
even its death, but in spite of this, states retain a huge amount of power
over their citizens and as actors in the international system.

m Lessons of comparison

The historical perspective produces several important conclusions:

States are only one of many forms of political organisation. They devel-
oped in Europe in the late medieval period and their rights and sover-
eignty were recognised by the Treaty of Westphalia (1648). From Europe
they gradually spread over the rest of the world.

States arise out of the transformation of existing political units, from the
unification of different political units and as a result of the secession of
political units that become independent. Historically, the creation of each
state has followed a unique path, but in general, four main stages of devel-
opment can be discerned: state formation, nation building, mass democra-
tisation and welfare development.

Warfare and capitalism have played a major role in most cases.

Would you call the country you live in a ‘nation’ (or a ‘nation-state’)?
What makes it a state, and when did it achieve statehood?

Draw up lists of:

(1) the ten largest and smallest states in the world

(2) the ten oldest and youngest states in the world

(3) the ten richest and poorest states in the world.

What do the oldest states have in common compared with the
youngest, and what do the richest have in common compared with
the poorest?

Why is it so difficult to combine sovereignty with R2P (Responsibility
to Protect) measures?

Why is the number of states in the world still increasing?
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Further reading

P. Dunleavy and B. O’Leary, Theories of the State: The Politics of Liberal Democracy,
Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1987.

An overview of discussions of the state and its development.

G. Gill, The Nature and Development of the Modern State, Basingstoke: Palgrave,
2003.
A concise overview of the state and its development.

H. Spruyt, ‘The origins, development, and possible decline of the modern
state’, Annual Review of Political Science, Vol. 5, Palo Alto, Ca. 2002: 127-149.
An excellent review of the main streams of thought.

T. Ertman, ‘State formation and state building in Europe’, in T. Janoski et al.,
The Handbook of Political Sociology, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
2005: 367-383.

A review of work on the origins and development of the concept of the state
and the major theoretical approaches to it.

A. Vincent, Theories of the State, Oxford, Blackwell, 1987.
A concise general account of state theories.

Websites

WWWw.Un.org

Official website of the UN. Provides information on the UN as well as links to
specific organisations.

www.countrystudies.us |

Statistical information about many economic, social, political, geographical,
historical and demographical developments in many states.

www.state.uni-bremen.de

Academic research network on the changes of the state under the pressure of
globalisation and liberalisation.

Wwww.nd.edu/~apsacp/data.htm]

Overview of the most important databases available for comparative politics.
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2 States and democracy

With only a few special exceptions, the entire surface of the world is
divided between states. Yet it is not self-evident that comparative polit-
ics should focus on states as the main form of organised politics. After
all, in the increasingly globalising world there are many other forms of
organisation that have a big impact on politics and on daily existence in
general. The European Union, Microsoft and al-Qa’ida are more powerful
than many states and affect the lives of millions of people. If it is true that
the European concept of the state is in decline, then why should we try to
understand the state and its actions when newer political actors appear to
be so important? This chapter starts with the question of why we continue
to regard states as the most important building blocks of comparative ana-
lysis, when some writers claim that they are being replaced in importance
in an increasingly global society.

The second problem is that even if we concentrate attention on states as
a form of political organisation, there are a great many of them in the world
and they come in a huge variety of shapes and sizes. Some are as old as France
or as new as East Timor and Montenegro; some are large like Canada and India
or small like Estonia and Namibia; some are as rich as Sweden or as poor as
Mali. To cover all of them in a satisfactory manner is not possible within the
covers of a single book, so in this one we concentrate on democratic states.
But how do we recognise a democratic state when we see one?
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In theory, one of the defining characteristics of democracy is a form of gov-
ernment in which the great mass of citizens can participate in political deci-
sion making and policy making. Nevertheless, even in tiny communities,
such as the classical city-state of Athens or a
Swiss commune of a few thousand people, it is Democracy ‘A political system whose lead-
very difficult to base government on the direct e€rs are elected in competitive multi-party and
political participation of many people. For this ~Multi-candidate processes’ (Freedom House).
reason government is usually in the hands of a
comparatively small number of elected representatives who are supposed to
exercise their power in the interests of the much larger number of people
they represent. Therefore modern democracy immediately raises all sorts of
questions about the ways in which the elected representatives are to be held
responsible and accountable to citizens, and about the civil and political
rights and duties of citizens that elected representatives should respect and
preserve. We can judge the state of democracy according to the degree to
which these civil and political rights are observed and the degree to which
elected representatives are responsive and accountable to citizens.
Democracies do more than guarantee formal civil and political rights, how-
ever. They also accept responsibility, to a greater or lesser extent, for the wel-
fare of their citizens: for the young and the old, the sick and the disabled and
the unemployed and the poor. Sometimes their welfare services are exten-
sive, sometimes minimal, but all democracies have adopted them to some
extent. Since support for the less-advantaged social groups is based on the
redistribution of resources among various groups, political decision making
in welfare states can be very complicated and controversial.
The five major topics covered in this chapter are:

e  Why study states?

e The modern state and democracy
e The rise of democratic states

e Redistribution and welfare states
e Theories of state and society.

B Why study states?

It is a paradox that the power and importance of states seems to be in decline
at the very time that states have captured almost every corner of the world’s
surface and when the number of states is at an all-time high. Nonetheless,
new technologies have made it possible to locate the production of goods and
services almost anywhere on the globe. Transport and communications, and
especially information technology (IT) have created a ‘global village’. Even
wars are no longer restricted to conflicts between neighbouring states, but
involve terrorist groups and special forces all over the world. As a result, the
powers of states are increasingly limited by growing international
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Globalisation The growing interdependen-

cies and interconnectedness of the world that
reduces the autonomy of individual states and
the importance of boundaries between them.

interdependencies and interconnections, and by thousands of collective inter-
national arrangements and agreements that
limit the freedom of any one state to control its
own affairs. The world, it is argued, is increas-
ingly forming a single system, a trend described
as globalisation.

Part of the globalisation process involves the emergence of international
organisations that challenge the pre-eminence of states. The United Nations
and the European Union are perhaps the most conspicuous, but they are not
alone, for there are other transnational organisations such as the North
American Free Trade Association (NAFTA) and the Association of South East
Asian Nations (ASEAN), as well as bodies such as the World Bank (IBRD -
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development), and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF). In recent decades a wave of new organisations known as
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) such as Greenpeace, Transparency

International, and Médecins Sans Frontiéres have

NGOs Non-profit, private and non-violent joined the long list of older organisations that

organisations that are independent of govern-
ment but seek to influence or control public
policy without actually seeking government

office.
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include the Catholic Church, the International
Labour Organisation (ILO) and the Red Cross that
operate on a world-wide scale to try to influence
the policies and actions of states. Nor should we
forget the growth of huge and powerful multi-national business corporations
(MNCs). Microsoft is wealthier and more powerful than quite a few member
states of the UN. If multi-national companies, non-governmental organisations
and international bodies are now beyond full state control and regulation, then
perhaps we should pay less attention to states and concentrate on the really
important and powerful actors on the world stage (see controversy 2.1)?

Could it be that the European state, first given its seal of approval in the
Treaty of Westphalia (see fact file 1.1), is now as outdated as the horse and
carriage? Though this idea may seem realistic and up to date, it fails to take
account of the fact that states are still the most important single group of
actors in politics. They continue to be sovereign within their own territory,
even if this sovereignty (chapter 1) is now more limited and circumscribed
by international forces than it used to be. Even international terrorism is
directed towards states and their representatives. Moreover, genocide, war
crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity all are directly linked
to states and struggles for state power and independence. States have the main
responsibility to protect their populations against those crimes. States have
governments with supreme power within their borders and international
relations continue to be conducted on this basis. Only states have the funds
to bail out private financial institutions in times of huge financial crisis, and
only states have the necessary credibility to offer their populations security
in such times of crisis (see briefing 2.1). In short, states remain pre-eminently
important, and they remain, therefore, the main focus and point of departure
for the comparative approach to politics and government.



CONTROVERSY 2.1

Focusing on the state is ...

Area of debate

Euro-centrism

National sovereignty
and globalisation

Legacy and impact

Number

Power

Financial liability and
security

Regional separatism

Terrorism and crime

Right, because

Although the idea of the modern
state originated in Europe, every
corner of the world is now claimed
by states.

States still claim sovereignty and
only a very small part of the world
(covered by the EU in Europe) has
succeeded in establishing a trans-
national form of government that
may render the state obsolete.

States developed over several cen-
turies and they continue to exercise
a powerful influence on social,
political and economic life.

The number of states increases
continuously.

States are the most important
actors in politics and they are in
charge of military and economic
power.

Only states can regulate markets
and are able to accept liabilities
when private actors and NGOs fall
short.

Many serious conflicts in the

world — the Middle East, Caucasus,
etc. — are a direct consequence of
the struggle for independence and
recognition as a state.

States are the most important
objects of international terrorism.

States and democracy

Wrong, because

The idea of the modern state is
Euro-centred and ideologically
loaded, and should be replaced by
concepts taking account of political
arrangements in other cultures.

The rise of regional and trans-
national forms of government

(EU, NAFTA and ASEAN/UN), of
international government agencies
(IMF, World Bank), of international
NGOs (Greenpeace, ILO) and
MNCs (Microsoft, Ford) shows that
national sovereignty is losing its
relevance.

States are based on old ideas and
practices and should be replaced
by more appropriate concepts for
the present world, and especially to
understand future developments.

The number of powerful states
does not change; the newest states
are small and unimportant.

Only a few large states are import-
ant. Organisations such as the EU,

Microsoft and the World Bank have
more power than many states.

Market failures and crises show
the lack of power of states to
protect their citizens. Only inter-
national action can deal with these
problems.

Restricting political independence to
the founding of states is the cause
of these conflicts and hampers
more innovative approaches.

International terrorism and crime is
not state organised and is a threat
to state power.
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Genocide, war
crimes, ethnic
cleansing, crimes
against humanity

Waning importance

War

Briefing 2.1

Conflicts about state power cause
these problems and states are
responsible for the protection of
their citizens.

Growing interdependencies
between states confirm their crucial
role. Interdependencies are best
understood in terms of changing
relations between states, rather
than their decline.

Wars are waged between states.

The spread of these problems
shows the lack of power of states to
protect their citizens. International
action is the only solution.

Growing interdependencies show
that states are losing their central
position. It is more appropriate to
focus on interdependencies and
contacts and accept the decline of
the state.

International terrorism means that
the most important acts of violence
are no longer restricted to states.

Only the state can bail out private actors and guarantee financial security

In the first years of the twentieth-first century housing prices exploded in many countries and
personal debts increased as people tried to raise their standard of living. Banks and other finan-
cial institutions provided easy mortgage credits and loans to finance this boom and make big
profits. With the collapse of the housing and finance markets in the USA in September 2008
many of these credits and debts appeared to be virtually worthless and even the largest and
wealthiest banks could not avoid the threat of bankruptcy. The result was not only massive
loss of money and capital value but also loss of confidence in the whole system. The whole
American finance system was instantly endangered — and with it almost every other financial
system in the world. Only states had enough resources and credibility to bail out private actors
and restore confidence in the financial system, and in these extraordinary circumstances gov-
ernments and central banks injected huge amounts of money in order to stabilise the financial
system. This underlines and reaffirms the uniqueness of states among the large organisations

of the world:

- United States: issued a bail-out package of $700 billion (that is 700 with nine additional
zeros) and took over some major investments banks and insurance companies;

- United Kingdom: acquired controlling stakes in some large banks in exchange for a $64 billion
capital infusion. In addition $430 billion were provided as loan guarantees;

- France: injected $54 billion in banks in return for equity. As in Britain $430 billion were
provided as loan guarantees;

- Germany: made $108 billion available to recapitalise banks and provided $540 billion as loan

guarantees;

- Iceland: the country became de facto insolvent due to the run on its banks, and so the state
approached the IMF and Russia for very large loans.
Source: International Herald Tribune, October 14, 2008.
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States exist in such a huge variety of forms that we cannot deal satisfac-
torily with all of them within the covers of a single volume. Therefore, we
concentrate on that especially important and increasingly widespread group
of states that are democracies. Concentrating in this way on democracies ena-
bles us to compare and contrast a group of similar states: we are able to com-
pare apples with apples, and not apples with oranges. At the same time, many
of the democracies are found in European, Anglo-Saxon and North American
countries and, therefore, these are inevitably overrepresented in our ana-
lyses. We will return to this difficulty in the Postscript.

® The modern state and democracy

Mass political involvement transformed states into ‘mass democracies’
when the rights of opposition were recognised and general suffrage
granted. Stein Rokkan emphasised the fact that the internal restructuring
of the state converts subjects of the state into citizens, collectively known
as the ‘masses’ or ‘the people’ (see chapter 1). But how do we distinguish
between democratic and non-democratic states in the first place? Usually,
this question is answered by referring to citizens’ rights, elections and par-
liamentary accountability.

Citizens’ rights

Discussions about political power and the rights of citizens have always been at
the centre of debates about democracy. As the members of the French National
Assembly confirmed in August 1789, the struggle
for political power is not an aim in itself. It is
what can be' done with ‘that pow'er that maFters. and self-determination. Such rights cannot be
After all, Article 2 of the ‘Declaration of the Rights . d, granted, limited, bartered or sold
of Man and of the Citizen’ published in Paris 4yay. Inalienable rights can be only secured or
(briefing 1.1) talks about the goal of all political violated.
institutions being ‘the natural and inalienable
rights of man’. In a similar way, the Virginia ‘Bill of Rights’ - published in 1776,
thirteen years earlier than the French document - stressed the universal nature
of these rights. A first characteristic of democracies, then, is the acknowledge-
ment that it is not power but the protection of rights (‘human rights’) that is of
prime concern.

Following this line of reasoning, the constitutions of many states start with
an enumeration of human rights before political institutions and powers are
defined (see chapter 4). Some constitutions even borrow heavily from the
documents published in Paris and Virginia in the late eighteenth century.

The most common rights include:

Human rights The innate, inalienable and
inviolable right of humans to free movement

e Freedom of speech and the press
e Freedom of religion and conscience
¢ Freedom of assembly and association
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e Right to equal protection of the law
e Right to due process of law and to fair trial
e Property rights to land, goods and money.

Protecting these rights is the first aim of democratic political systems. Apart
from anything else, they have a special political importance for both ordi-
nary citizens and political leaders. If human rights are protected, citizens
and leaders can engage in peaceful political conflict without fear of reprisals
so that free competition for political power should result, on election day, in
government by those winning most popular support. Competition alone is
not sufficient to guarantee this, however; challengers must be allowed to join
the struggle and losers should not be victimised because they were on the
losing side. In this way democracy can gain the consent of losers and winners
alike and so it can also be ‘government of the people, by the people, for the
people’, as the American president Abraham Lincoln (1809-65) stated in his
famous Gettysburg Address.

Elections and parliamentary accountability

The development of mass democracies began in a few countries in the nine-
teenth century. The basic idea at the time was not that citizens should be dir-
ectly involved in politics, but should rely on being represented by elected
political leaders. The main political task of citizens was to elect representatives
(see chapter 11) who would govern on their behalf
(representative democracy). Although this was an
important step towards democracy, it was not
‘democracy’ as we would define it today. Only
after long struggles between factions and competing elites was it recognised
that democracies must function with the consent of their citizens, and later
still with their active participation (participatory democracy). This meant that
the principle of parliamentary accountability to citizens came to be incorpo-
rated into the democratic ideal. It was accepted in
France in 1870, in Germany in 1918, but not until
1976 in Spain (see table 2.1). In several countries
it took a long time before the new constitutional
rules were realised in practice, often because autocrats and elites had to give up
their privileges first. The Dutch constitution of 1848 formulates the principle
of accountability, but it was not actually put into practice until 1866.

Similarly, voting rights were extended only slowly and in stages. Several
democracies completed universal male suffrage in the nineteenth century
and many followed directly after the First World War in 1918. But only in a
few countries were men and women given voting rights in the same year. In
France, for instance, women had to wait almost a hundred years (until 1946)
before they had the same voting rights as men.

Representative democracy That form of
democracy in which citizens elect leaders who
govern in their name.

Participatory democracy Democracy in
which citizens actively and directly participate in
government.
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Table 2.1 Parliamentary accountability and universal suffrage, selected countries

Parliamentary accountability Universal adult Suffrage
Accepted Constitutionalised Male Female
Austria? 1918 1920 1907 1918
Belgium? 1831 1831 1893 1948
Denmarke 1901 1953 1901 1918
Finland? 1919 1919 1906 1906
France® 1958 (1870) 1958 1848 1946
Germany 1918 1919 1869 1919
Greece 1974 1975 1877 1952
Iceland’ 1904 1944 1915 1915
Ireland9 1922 1937 1918 1918
Italy 1948 1948 1912 1945
Luxembourg 1868 1868 1919 1919
Netherlands 1848 (1866) 1983 1917 1919
Norway” 1905 (1814) 1905 1897 1913
Portugal’ 1910 1976 1911 1931
Spain 1976 1976 1869 1931
Sweden’ 1809 1975 (1809) 1909 1921
Switzerland 1848 1848 1919 1971
UK 1215 (Magna 1918 1918
Carta)
Notes:

@ Austria: The constitution of 1918 was considered ‘provisional’ until 1920. The rights of parliament to elect the
cabinet were modified in 1929.

b Belgium: Constitutional monarchy in 1831 with a potential for further parliamentarisation.

¢ Denmark: Parliamentary accountability from 1901 onwards, constitutionalisation in 1953.

4 Finland: An autonomous Russian district until 1919.

¢ France: Only for Fifth Republic. Parliamentary accountability for the Third Republic from 1870-5 to 1940 and
for the Fourth Republic from 1946-58. In the Third and Fourth Republic, the parliament had more control than
during the other periods.

" Iceland: Independent of Denmark since 1944.

9 Ireland: Independent of Great Britain since 1937.

h Norway: Enforced political union with Sweden, 1814—1905.

i Portugal: An unstable, semi-presidential, parliamentary republic, 1910-17.

J Sweden: The 1809 constitution was formally effective until 1975.

Sources: Parliamentary accountability: Jan-Erik Lane and Svante Ersson, Politics and Society in Western Europe
(London: Sage, 1998); Suffrage: Jan-Erik Lane, David McKay and Kenneth Newton, Political Data Handbook
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997: 118).

m Democracy and the rise of democratic states

The crucial importance of free political competition and a real chance
of taking over the powers of government are found in the definition of
democracy applied by Freedom House. This independent institute, which
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monitors political developments in the world (see fact file 2.1), defines
democracies as:

political systems whose leaders are elected in competitive multi-party and multi-
candidate processes in which opposition parties have a legitimate chance of attain-
ing power or participating in power.

(www.freedomhouse.org/reports/century/htmi)

There is certainly no inevitability about a state becoming democratic, and
many reasons why non-democratic elites resist giving up or sharing power,
but nevertheless the number of democratic states is rising. If we use the def-
inition presented by Freedom House we find that:

e In 1900, not one of the fifty-five states in existence could be called ‘demo-
cratic’ according to current Freedom House standards. Even the most
democratic, such as the USA or Britain, restricted the voting rights of
women or black Americans. Monarchies and empires were the dominant
state forms.

e The picture changed dramatically in the second half of the twentieth
century. By 1950, the total number of states had risen to eighty, and
twenty-two of them could be characterised as ‘democracies’, which
meant that about 31 per cent of the world population was living under
democratic rule.

Fact file 2.1

The fFreedom House rating of states

Freedom in the World is an institutional effort by Freedom House to monitor the progress and
decline of political rights and civil liberties in 192 countries and in major related and disputed
territories . . . The Survey assesses a country's freedom by examining its record in two areas: political
rights and civil liberties. A country grants its citizens political rights when it permits them to form
political parties that represent a significant range of voter choice and whose leaders can openly
compete for and be elected to positions of power in government. A country upholds its citizens’

civil liberties when it respects and protects their religious, ethnic, economic, linguistic and other
rights, including gender and family rights, personal freedoms and freedoms of the press, belief and
association. The Survey rates each country on a seven-point scale for both political rights and civil
liberties (1 representing the most free and 7 the least free) and then divides the world into three
broad categories: ‘Free’ (countries whose ratings average 1-3); ‘Partly Free’ (countries whose ratings
average 3—5.5); and ‘Not Free' (countries whose ratings average 5.5-7).

The ratings are not only assessments of the conduct of governments. They also reflect the reality

of daily life. Thus a country with a benign government facing violent forces (for example terrorist
movements or insurgencies) hostile to an open society will be graded on the basis of the on-the-
ground conditions that determine whether the population is able to exercise its freedoms. (Freedom
in the World 2002: The Democracy Gap, The Freedom House Survey Team; www.freedomhouse.
org/research/freeworld/2002/about.htm)
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e After the decline of colonial rule in Africa and Asia, changes in Latin
America, and the collapse of communist rule in Eastern and Central
Europe, the number of democracies rose to 119 states by 2000. At the
beginning of 2008, some 47 per cent of the 190 or so states respected
a broad array of human rights and political freedoms and were labelled
‘free’ by Freedom House. About three billion people - 46 per cent of the
world’s population - lived in these states and enjoyed the protection of a
broad array of political and human rights.

The twentieth century, then, was not only an age of devastating wars, gen-
ocide, bloodshed and totalitarian ideologies; it was also the ‘Democratic
Century’. Table 2.2 shows all the states of the world that have reached the
highest democracy scores on the Freedom House scale and have more than
one million inhabitants. The democracy score combines the two major char-
acteristics of democracies mentioned earlier: the protection of basic civil and
political rights. Low-scoring countries are the most democratic.

Although the Freedom House scores are based on civil and political
rights as the two crucial features of democracy, other definitions and
measures have been developed that include these and other criteria. Most
of them refer to democracy as a system of government and use labels
such as ‘political democracy’ or ‘liberal democracy’ as synonyms for what
are here called ‘democracies’ or ‘democratic states’. The political scientist
Seymour Martin Lipset (1922-2006) provided one of the clearest defini-
tions, explicitly spelling out the main features of a democracy as a system
of government:

First, competition exists for government positions, and fair elections for public

office occur at regular intervals without the use of force and without excluding any

social group. Second, citizens participate in selecting their leaders and forming pol-

icies. And, third, civil and political liberties exist to ensure the integrity of political
competition and participation.

(Seymour M. Lipset, The Encyclopedia of Democracy,

London: Routledge, 1995: iv)

Democracy is a variable, not a fixed phenomenon; it changes and develops
over time, so that what was regarded as good democratic practice a hundred
years ago may not be now. There are disputes about whether states differ
in their degree of democracy - as the Freedom House index suggests - or
whether democratic states can be clearly distinguished from other forms
of government (see chapter 3). Debates like these remind us of the difficult
problems of applying the abstract concept of ‘democracy’ to actual political
systems. Different measures and definitions give us different results when
we try to classify states as ‘democratic’ or not, or if we try to grade them on a
continuum. Nevertheless, the Freedom House and other approaches all agree:
the number of democratic states in the world has expanded since the mid-
1970s. By now, democracy is widely accepted as the preferred way to organise
states (see briefing 2.2).
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Table 2.2 Free and independent states, 2008 (only states with more than
1 million inhabitants are listed)

Freedom Population Area - total GDP°
House Index (million, 2008) (000 km?) (US$, 2007 est.)
Argentina 2.0 40.677 2,767 13,300
Australia 1.0 20.601 7,687 36,300
Austria 1.0 8.206 84 38,400
Belgium 1.0 10.404 31 35,300
Benin 2.0 8.295 113 1,500
Botswana 2.0 1.842 600 16,400
Brazil 2.0 191.909 8512 9,700
Bulgaria 1.5 7.263 111 11,300
Canada 1.0 33.213 9,985 38,400
Chile 1.0 16.454 757 13,900
Costa Rica 1.0 4.196 51 10,300
Croatia 2.0 4.492 57 15,500
Czech Rep. 1.0 10.221 79 24,200
Denmark 1.0 5.485 43 37,400
Dominican Rep. 2.0 9.507 49 7,000
El Salvador 25 7.066 21 5,800
Estonia 1.0 1.308 45 21,100
Finland 1.0 5.245 338 35,300
France 1.0 64.058 643 33,200
Germany 1.0 82.370 357 34,200
Ghana 1.5 23.383 239 1,400
Greece 1.5 10.723 132 29,200
Hungary 1.0 9.931 93 19,000
India 2.5 1.147.996 3,288 2,700
Indonesia 2.5 237512 1919 3,700
Ireland 1.0 4.156 70 43,100
Israel 1.5 7.112 21 25,800
Italy 1.0 58.145 301 30,400
Jamaica 2.5 2.804 11 7,700
Japan 1.5 127.288 378 33,600
Korea, South 1.5 49233 98 24,800
Latvia 1.5 2.245 65 17,400
Lesotho 2.5 2.128 30 1,300
Lithuania 1.0 3.565 65 17,700
Mali 2.5 12.324 1,240 1,000
Mauritius 2.0 1.274 2 11,200
Mexico 2.5 109.955 1,973 12,800
Mongolia 2.0 2.996 1,564 3,200
Namibia 2.0 2.089 825 5,200
Netherlands 1.0 16.645 42 38,500
New Zealand 1.0 4173 269 26,400
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Table 2.2 (cont)

Freedom Population Area - total GDP?
House Index (million, 2008) (000 km?) (US$, 2007 est.)

Norway 1.0 4.644 324 53,000
Panama 1.5 3.293 78 10,300
Peru 2.5 29.181 1,285 7,800
Poland 1.0 38.501 313 16,300
Portugal 1.0 10.677 92 21,700
Romania 2.0 22.247 238 11,400
Senegal 2.5 12.853 196 1,700
Serbia 2.5 10.159 77 10,400
Slovakia 1.0 5.455 49 20,300
Slovenia 1.0 2.008 20 27,200
South Africa 2.0 43.786 1,220 9,800
Spain 1.0 40.491 505 30,100
Sweden 1.0 9.045 450 36,500
Switzerland 1.0 7.582 41 41,100
Taiwan 1.5 22921 36 30,100
Trinidad and 2.0 1.047 5 18,300
Tobago

Ukraine 2.5 45.994 604 6,900
UK 1.0 60.944 245 35,100
USA 1.0 303.825 9,827 45,800
Uruguay 1.0 3.478 176 11,600

Note: ¢ PPP per capita (PPP: Purchasing power parity).

Sources: Freedom House (2008), Freedom in the World. Combined Average Ratings — Independent Countries,
www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=4108&year=2008.

Central Intelligence Agency (2008), The World Factbook. Rank Order,
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2 1 19rank.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2 14 7rank.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2004rank.html.

Briefing 2.2

Democracy: universal principles and limitations

“We reaffirm that democracy is a universal value based on the freely expressed will of people to deter-
mine their own political, economic, social and cultural systems and their full participation in all aspects of
their lives. We also reaffirm that while democracies share common features, there is no single model of
democracy, that it does not belong to any country or region, and reaffirm the necessity of due respect for
sovereignty and the right of self-determination. We stress that democracy, development and respect for all
human rights and fundamental freedoms are interdependent and mutually reinforcing.”

Resolution adopted by the UN General Assembly: 60/1. 2005 World Summit Outcome

(http://unpan.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/UN/UNPANO2 1752.pdf).
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GDP The value of all final goods and services
produced within a state in a given year. In order
to compare the wealth of states the measure
used is normally GDP per capita.
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m Redistribution and the welfare state

As states move gradually towards political freedom and democracy, so they
will be confronted, as Rokkan points out, with growing citizen demands and a
need to strengthen national identification by redistributive policies. This helps
to turn subjects of the state into citizens of the state by giving every citizen a
stake in public services and hence a sense of common national purpose and
identity. It also turns states into welfare states to a greater or lesser extent.

As can be seen in the right-hand column of table 2.2, democratic states
vary enormously in their level of economic development. A widely used indi-
cator for economic development - the gross domestic product (GDP) per
citizen - ranged in 2006 from US$1,300 in Lesotho to US$53,000 in Norway.
Most democratic states are wealthy, though not
all of them are, but what most of them have in
common is a rapid expansion of state activities
since the Second World War. Even a cursory look
at economic trends in democracies over past
decades shows a remarkable growth of state spending and public employ-
ment. Many of them abandoned traditional laissez-faire policies and free-mar-
ket economics after the traumatic experiences of the Great Depression of the
1930s and the post-war economic problems of the late 1940s. As they increas-
ingly accepted responsibility for the young and old, the sick and disabled, the
unemployed and poor, and for education, housing and pensions, these states
developed into welfare states (chapter 1).

The expansion of state activities can be illustrated with a few basic figures.
For example, average state revenues and expenditures among the industrial-
ised countries rose from 26-27 per cent of GDP in 1960 to 45-47 per cent in
1997. On average, total spending of the twenty-seven member-states of the
European Union had reached almost 47 per cent of their GDP in 2006! Even
more striking, the growth of public expenditure and public services are dir-
ectly linked to the consolidation of democracy in many states. State spending
varies very considerably from one country to another, but the longer a state is
a democracy, the higher its public spending is likely to be. Once a high level
of spending is reached it becomes very difficult to reduce the state’s spending
in a democracy: large parts of the population benefit from these measures
and it is hard to find a majority favouring cuts and reforms.

Although the upward climb in state spending levelled off in many coun-
tries after the early 1990s, state services of one kind or another continue to
play a major role in the life of the average citizen. The reverse side of this
coin is, of course, that welfare states are also tax states with state revenues
growing almost as fast as public spending. As a result modern states function
as huge redistribution agencies collecting taxes and supporting parts of the
population in complicated ways (see chapter 17). In this sense there is no
escaping the state, its taxes and its services in modern society. As the saying
goes: in this life only death and taxes are certain.
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m Theories of state and society

As we saw in chapter 1, modern political theories about the state fall into two
very broad categories: normative theories about what the state ought to do
and empirical theories about how the state actually operates and why it oper-
ates that way. We shall discuss empirical theories now. As the relationship
between democracy and state spending shows, the nature and functioning of
the state is closely related to the society it governs. In fact, one way of distin-
guishing between different theories of the state is to look at how they con-
ceptualise the relationship between state and society. Broadly speaking, there
are four major approaches to the relationship between ‘state’ and ‘society’:

e State supremacy

e State dependency

e Interdependency

e Separation and autonomy.

State supremacy

Some theories presume the supremacy or dominance of the state over soci-
ety. According to these theories, the state does not so much reflect the char-
acteristics of broader society but is independent of them and above them.
This idea is found in legal theories that stress the formal sovereignty of the
state. Aristotle, for example, saw the state as a political community ‘which is
the highest of all, and which embraces all the rest’. According to this view the
state is a self-regulating and supreme power. It is not the product of society or
the social and economic groups within it; on the contrary, they are part of the
state from which they arise. Such theories are summarised under the label
‘Etatism’. Although some writers regard state
supremacy as a threat to individual rights and
liberty, others reach very different conclusions,
regarding the state’s main role as the preserva-
tion of law and order (the ‘night watchman’ role) and the defence of the full
independence of the private sector, whether individual or collective.

The view that the state is an independent and dominant power has become
more and more problematic as we have gained a better understanding of
government. At first sight, the huge increase in the activity and powers of
the modern state may, indeed, suggest that it invades society as a conqueror
that gains greater and greater control over the lives of citizens. But a closer
look reveals a more complicated development in which the relationship
between state and society is mutually interdependent: the state influences
society and helps to mould it, but society also creates the state, giving it pow-
ers but also setting limits on these powers. Besides, states are not single or
monolithic entities that control societies as a field marshal might control his
troops on a battlefield. They are highly complex ‘communities’ made up of

Etatism A very strong emphasis on state
power and an accompanying reduction of social
and individual rights.
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different institutions and organisations with their own histories and inter-
ests, and expressing the outcomes of all sorts of past and present political
battles between competing social and economic groups. Most political scien-
tists today therefore do not see the state as something ‘above’ or controlling
society, which leads us away from the notion of a dominant state and towards
the idea of an interdependent one.

State dependency

Some theories see the state not as a supreme agency that dominates society,
but, quite the opposite, as dependent on society, especially in its economic
relations. Disputes about this view of the state and its relationship with
social and economic forces have a long and complicated tradition in political
analysis. The work of the German theorist Karl Marx (1818-83) inspired the
idea that the state is only and always the expression of the struggle between
classes in society - or, more specifically, that the power of the state is always
an instrument of the dominant class. According to Marx, the state is nothing
more nor less than ‘a committee for managing the common affairs’ of the
dominant class. In modern society, this is the capitalist class, who own and
control the means of production. According to this theory, the state is not a
neutral referee that adjudicates between the competing interests of different
classes or social groups, nor is it an agency that is above and independent
of society. It is, and can only be, an instrument to strengthen the dominant
position of specific groups in society - in a capitalist society, this means the
interests of the capitalist class.

Marxists argue about whether and to what extent the state can be inde-
pendent of economic forces and the interests of the capitalist class. The
earlier writings of Marx argued that the state is merely a ‘superstructure’
whose shape and power is the inevitable product of the economic sub-
structure. Later, Marx seems to have allowed for a degree of independ-
ence of the state, and twentieth-century Marxists have picked up this idea.
Usually they emphasise particular ‘structural tensions’ in capitalist soci-
eties arising from the fact that modern states have conflicting, and even
contradictory, tasks. On the one hand they are expected to protect the free
market necessary for making profits but, at the same time, they are also
expected to maintain social order and ensure that the population is edu-
cated and healthy enough to provide an efficient workforce. This means
taxing business, which reduces profits. Another tension results from the
great increase in state activities, which overstretches and overloads the
state apparatus, and leads it into all sorts of activities that it cannot afford
or perform well. As a result, the state becomes increasingly intertwined
with social and economic forces and becomes increasingly dependent upon
them. This leads us away from the notion of a dependent state towards an
interdependent one.
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Interdependency

A third set of theories stresses the interdependence of state and society, or
the relationships of exchange between them. In these approaches the modern
state has become ever more and ever deeper involved in social and economic
regulation. At the same time, as society has become increasingly complex
and differentiated it requires more state co-ordination, regulation and arbi-
tration. These developments are different sides of the same coin, and it is not
possible to say that one causes the other or that one dominates the other.
They are mutually interdependent.

Neo-corporatist theories stress the close mutual dependency of state agen-
cies, on the one hand, and major economic interest groups on the other.
In traditional variants of this approach, trade unions and employer associ-
ations negotiate directly with state agencies about economic policies. More
recent theories of governance stress the participation of a wide range and
variety of organised social groups in making and implementing public pol-
icy of all kinds. We shall say more about the interdependency of state and
society in our later discussions of governance and neo-corporatism (espe-
cially chapters 4, 10 and 15).

Separation and autonomy

Finally, some theories depict state and society as distinct and autonomous areas,
each with its own rules and development, and each with its own imperatives
and ‘logic’. Deep social forces produce social groups, interests and organisations
that neither can nor should be controlled or regulated by the state. Equally, the
state cannot and should not be captured by any particular interests or class (as
the Marxists claim) because the state is a battlefield occupied by many conflict-
ing groups and interests. State activities have their limits, just as social interests
and organisations do, and to try to exceed these limits is to undermine the
democratic principles of a proper balance between the state and private inter-
ests. Pluralist and civil society theories stress the need for an area of social life
and organisation outside the power of the state (see chapter 10).

The four approaches are only a brief beginning to our analysis of state and
society. We will have much more to say about each as we progress through the
chapters that follow and add greater breadth and depth to our understanding.
Meanwhile, we can certainly conclude that modern states are characterised
by complex connections with their society, and that it is difficult to say which
of the four approaches is the best. Each seems to explain some aspect of
the affairs of states better than the others. For instance, neo-corporatist and
pluralist approaches explain the rise of welfare states in the 1960s in those
states where welfare programmes and economic policies and practices were
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the result of close collaboration between the state and powerful economic
interest groups. However, the spread of political dissatisfaction and frustra-
tion among large sections of society in some countries after the 1960s seems
to be better explained in terms of ‘structural tensions’ between an increas-
ingly active state that is also increasingly weaker in some respects. Only after
looking more closely at the multifarious institutions, structures and activities
of the modern state can we come to a more sensible judgement about the
strengths and weakness of the various theories.

® What have we learned?

This chapter has dealt with the difficulties of characterising and defining
states, and with the historical development of modern states, especially
democratic ones.

e Democracy is a variable, not a constant. Accepted ideas about what dem-
ocracy is, and how it operates, are changing as standards rise.

e Democracy is a contested concept but most definitions stress the import-
ance of universal citizenship with its accompanying political and civil
rights and duties, political competition for support in regular and free
elections, and parliamentary accountability with a mixture of representa-
tive and direct participatory democracy.

e Most democratic states are among the wealthiest in the world and hence
they include a disproportionate number in Europe, North America and
the English-speaking world.

e Growing political demands among citizens lead to redistribution and to
welfare states that accept responsibility for the young and old, the sick
and disabled, and the unemployed and poor. Not all democracies have
developed their welfare provisions to the same extent, however.

e The number of democracies is still rising. Currently almost half of the
world’s states and population can be labelled ‘free’.

m Lessons of comparison

e Although states across the globe, from the strongest to the weakest, are
increasingly confronted with other powerful organisations, especially
international business (MNCs), non-governmental organisations (NGOs)
and international agencies, they are still the most important political
actors in the world.

e States and societies are intimately bound together in a wide variety of
different ways.

e Comparative theories of the state can be distinguished according to how
they conceptualise the relationship between state and society. Broadly
speaking, there are four main theories of state and society: state suprem-
acy, state dependency, interdependency, and separation and autonomy.
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1.

Collect information about Costa Rica, Denmark, Microsoft and the
World Bank in order to describe their role and power in the world
today. Use your data for a systematic comparison of the political
impact that Microsoft and the World Bank may have, and why they
are different from states.

Compare the figures for the government intervention measures
presented in briefing 2.1 with the economic figures for states
presented in table 2.2. Why are states the only organisations in the
world able to finance these measures? When would you call a state
bankrupt?

Do you live in a democracy? Present a systematic overview of the
arguments to depict your country as more or less democratic.
Explain why all welfare states are democracies, but not all
democracies are welfare states.

Further reading

R. King and G. Kendall, The State, Democracy and Globalisation, Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2003.

Presents a concise overview of the development of modern states and
democracies.

G. Almond, ‘The return to the state’, American Political Science Review, 82(3),
1988: 855-74.

A critical evaluation of debates about the notion of the state in contemporary
political science.

M. Levi, ‘The state of the study of the state’, in Ira Katznelson and Helen
Milner (eds.), Political Science: The State of the Discipline, New York: Norton,
2002: 33-55.

A critical evaluation of debates about the notion of the state in contemporary
political science.

M. L. van Creveld, The Rise and Decline of the State, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999.

Examines how the state came to replace rival forms of political organisation,
and is now in decline.

F. Fukuyama, State Building: Governance and World Order in the Twenty-First Century,
London: Profile Books, 2004.
Discusses the changing power of states in the modern world.

R. Dahl, On Democracy, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998.
A short and clear account of democracy.
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Websites

www.freedomhouse.org

Provides information about democracy and human rights for each state of
the world.

http://freedom.indiemaps.com/

Interactive website covering large numbers of political indicators and
countries

www.oecd.org

Official website of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD). Provides information on the OECD and about the
economic development of its member-states.

www.developmentgateway.org

Provides information about sustainable development and poverty reduction
in many developing countries.

www.worldbank.com/data/

Statistical information about many economic, social, political and demo-
graphical developments in many states. Provides information about reduc-
tion in poverty, etc. and the World Development Indicators (WDIs).


www.freedomhouse.org
http://freedom.indiemaps.com/
www.oecd.org
www.developmentgateway.org
www.worldbank.com/data/

3 Democratic change and
persistence

Democratic states appear in many different forms and stages of develop-
ment. Some political scientists argue strongly for a clear line of demarcation
between democracies and undemocratic states. Others claim that violations
of citizens’ rights and other democratic imperfections are a matter of degree
and that states can be placed on a continuous scale ranging from the most
democratic to the most undemocratic. The Freedom House index offers a
middle-of-the-road position by distinguishing between democratic and non-
democratic states on the one hand, and by grading democracies as being more
or less democratic on the other.

The distinction between democratic and less democratic states is very
important when we look at the rapid growth of democratic states. This growth
is often called democratisation and is usually divided into ‘waves’. The first
wave, from the mid-nineteenth century to the
1920s, coincided with the rise of the nation-
state. The second wave, starting after the Second  jo0cratic arrangements.
World War and continuing to the early 1960s,
was mainly the result of decolonisation. The third wave, from about 1975 to
the end of the twentieth century, followed the spread of democracy in Latin
America and Asia, and the disintegration of the Soviet Union. Although the
third wave was expected by some to flow on irresistibly into the twenty-first
century, transition to democracy is by no means inevitable and some coun-
tries have remained firmly against it while others have created partial,

Democratisation The continual process of
transforming a political system towards more
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limited or illiberal forms of democracy. Neither North Korea nor Syria seem
to be on the way to democracy at all, China and Cuba deliberately frustrate
steps in this direction, and Zimbabwe and Russia have deliberately abolished
some democratic institutions and practices. At the end of the twentieth cen-
tury the third wave of the democratic tide seems to have ebbed away.

The end of the third wave and the appearance of faulty democracies have
prompted a shift in the way that comparative political scientists approach
democracy and democratisation. The earlier interest in the circumstances in
which democracy is likely to put down firm roots has been complemented
by an interest in the persistence and stability of democracy, and in a new set
of states that are partially but not fully democratic. The terms ‘failed democ-
racy’, ‘partial democracy’ and ‘illiberal democracy’ have been introduced to
deal with the fact that democratisation can be reversed and that some states
have not become fully democratic. Some violations of citizens’ rights and
other democratic imperfections are, it is argued, so fundamental that the
resulting states are neither democratic nor undemocratic, but form a distinct
category of their own known as ‘defective democracies’.

In this chapter, democratic change and consolidation are discussed, first
from the perspective of continual democratisation: What factors account for
the success of the three waves of democratisation? Second, we focus on the
stability of democracy: What makes democracy endure and why do some
states reverse their democratic achievements? Finally, the rise of defective
democracies and the return of undemocratic rule are considered: Are defect-
ive democracies really democratic, or do they simply try to cover their fail-
ings with false claims and democratic pretensions?

The major topics in this chapter are:

Transitions towards democracy

The limits of democratisation

Embedded, partial and defective democracies
Theories of democratic change and persistence.

m Transitions towards democracy

As democracy spread across the world so it seemed to be the final, natural
and inevitable point of political development - history was the story of pro-
gress from authoritarian rule to democracy. Stein Rokkan summarised these
developments in very broad terms, stressing the
changing circumstances of citizens and groups
power in the hands of a leader or elite that is in soc'iety as the main driﬁng force behind dem-
ot responsible to parliament. No opposition is ocratisation and the establishment of mass dem-
allowed to compete for power. ocracies (chapter 1). In this way, democratisation
in many countries has been a long, long process

lasting for decades - or even centuries. In other countries, however, revolu-

tions, wars and foreign intervention have brought about rapid change. Each

Authoritarian rule Obedience and submis-
sion to authority; that is, the concentration of
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country has followed its own path, and just as with the rise of the state, com-
plex historical processes and unique constellations seem to account for demo-
cratic transitions. And just as with the rise of the state, there are many
different explanations of the process of democratisation.

In spite of these complications, some patterns of transition towards dem-
ocracy can be seen. Most obviously, democracy is best established in eco-
nomically developed countries. In fact, until recently it was difficult to find a
democracy outside the select group of developed countries in western Europe
and North America. As a result, many authors concluded that economic devel-
opment is a necessary (and perhaps a sufficient) condition for democracy.

Some argue that the rise of a property-owning middle class is crucially
important for economic development and democratisation:

1. These groups form a middle level between the traditional elites (land
owners, the military and nobility) and the majority of working people
(peasants, artisans, labourers, farm workers and paupers).

2. In the struggle to secure their economic position and political power, the
rising middle class demands personal freedom and the right to partici-
pate in government affairs.

3. They also press for education, health care, improved housing and geo-
graphical mobility to improve the quality of their workforce.

4. The middle class forms its own associations and voluntary organisa-
tions, which form the backbone of civil society that further stimulates
democratisation.

5. Finally, the middle class, with an interest in stability and predictability in
economic and social affairs, had a moderating impact on social conflicts,
preferring moderate solutions and rejecting extreme positions.

The shortest summary of this interpretation is: ‘No bourgeoisie, no democ-
racy’. This claim does not presume that the middle class is necessarily altruis-
tic or concerned with the fate of others - all it needs to show is that this class
favoured democracy for its own reasons.

Convincing as economic explanations of democratisation might be at first
sight, a number of complications are obvious:

e Deviating cases are easy to find and cast doubts on the general validity of
the relationship. Germany was economically highly developed, but suc-
cumbed to Nazi dictatorship in 1933. Several poor countries are demo-
cratic and democratisation preceded industrialisation in India. Apparently,
economic development is conducive to democracy, but it is certainly not
the whole story.

e A close correspondence of economic development and democracy does
not mean that the former causes the latter. There might be a common
background variable such as Protestantism or capitalism that causes
both democracy and economic development. Protestantism has been
picked out for its special role in promoting both economic development
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(early Protestants saw wealth as a sign of God’s favour) and democracy
(Protestant theology sees every individual as equal in the sight of God).

e Economic development is an ambiguous concept which covers a large
number of complex processes (such as industrialisation, urbanisation,
stratification, bureaucratisation and rising levels of wealth, literacy and
education). It is unclear how each of these contributes exactly to democ-
racy or to specific aspects of democracy.

e Even if economic development is conducive to the early stages of democ-
ratisation it does not mean that economic factors count for the consolida-
tion of democracy.

Explanations of political phenomena relying on economic forces always run
the risk of being one-sided. So, too, do explanations relying entirely upon
the power of political structures and institutions. States with perfectly good
constitutions, and even those with an array of democratic institutions, have
failed to sustain democratic practices. Democracy cannot be reduced to the
material conditions of economic development, or to the institutional appa-
ratus of the state, because the wishes, demands and expectations of people
also have to be taken into account. In a seminal article on the ‘social requi-
sites of democracy’ published in 1959, Seymour Martin Lipset (1922-2006)
stressed the importance of economic factors for democracy. At the same time
he pointed to the fact that the ideas and values of citizens on the one hand,
and the ability of the political system to satisfy citizen needs and demands on
the other, are very important too.

In other words, the ideal as well as the material interests of citizens mat-
ter for democracy, and this means investigating the importance of ideas in
human affairs - ideas about liberty, equality, justice and the good life. The
simple approach of explaining structures in terms of ideas and, vice versa, of
explaining ideas in terms of structures, is unsatisfactory. For this reason, the
transition to democracy must be approached from a variety of standpoints.

If combinations of economic, social and cultural factors are important for
the spread of democracy, it is unclear which combinations are sufficient, and
different combinations may work best in different times and places. This idea
is implicit in the book The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century
published by the American political scientist Samuel P. Huntington (1927-) in
1991. He shows that democratisation proceeds not as a continuous process,
but in surges and reversals - a kind of ebb and flow or two-steps-forwards,
one-step-backwards process. In each ‘wave’ a relatively large number of non-
democratic states make their first moves towards democracy:

e The first wave is very long and covers the second half of the nineteenth
and the first part of the twentieth century. In this period many western
nation-states were transformed into mass democracies. Yet even in this
period a general pattern is not easy to detect - apart of the common
processes of economic development and nation building, many peculiar
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historical factors are needed to explain the differences between, say, dem-
ocratisation in Britain, Germany and Sweden. The first wave ends with the
fascist reversal in Italy in the 1920s.

¢ The second wave is much shorter and starts with the end of the Second World
War. In the direct aftermath of the war many states were newly founded
(for instance Yugoslavia, West and East Germany, and China), a large num-
ber gaining independence with the collapse of colonial rule (for instance
Indonesia, India and Algeria). Quite a number of these newly founded states
tried to implement democratic rule, but not all survived as democracies,
although India did. Democratisation in the second wave depended on polit-
ical and economic opportunities as well as on the colonial legacies present
in many countries. Foreign intervention and wars of independence appear
to be important for the rise of democracy in many countries. The second
wave ebbed away when some places reverted to authoritarian rule in the
1960s (Greece and several countries in Latin America).

e The third wave started in the mid-1970s and faded away at the end of the
twentieth century. In this period, some of the non-democratic countries
of Latin America and Asia were democratised, frequently on the basis of
mass movements opposing ruling cliques and autocrats (for example in
South Korea or the Philippines). The disintegration of the Soviet Union
resulted in an additional growth of democratic states in Central and
Eastern Europe. Here, too, mass pressure and opposition groups played a
decisive role (for instance in Poland, Ukraine and Hungary).

Whereas democracy was a minority phenomenon until recently and mainly
limited to north-western Europe and North America, the third wave changed
this situation. By the end of the twentieth century democracy had reached
every part of the world, South America, all of western Europe and consider-
able parts of Asia included. At the same time it is clear that these three waves
are characterised by different processes and that there is no general explana-
tion for the rise of democratic rule. Apparently, democracy can be reached by
many different paths.

m The limits of democratisation

What are the chances that new democracies survive their initial transformation?

What makes them endure? Democratisation is a process that takes some time. It

is not achieved by a single leap into a new form of

government. Several phases can be discerned Consolidation Process of maturing and sta-
between the breakdown of an old system and the

oo and formalising its basic arrangements.
consolidation of the new one: § g

e Initial phase Opposition towards the ruling elite and undemocratic arrange-
ments are mobilised; demands for more liberty are broadly accepted and
generally seen as the main goal of political reform.

bilising a new political system by strengthening
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e Emerging phase The old undemocratic arrangements no longer function
and new ones are set up; liberty is still the main common concern; a new
constitution is declared and general elections are introduced for the first
time; return to the old system is no longer easily feasible.

e Advanced phase Liberty is now taken for granted and attention shifts
towards the achievements of the new democracy; providing liberty is no
longer sufficient; group interests have to be satisfied; economic and pub-
lic service performance become important; there is increasing stress on
equality of rights and opportunities.

e Phase of consolidation The new arrangements are institutionalised and the
system is able to meet the demands and expectations of large parts of the
population. A balance between liberty and equality is reached and broadly
accepted.

It is clear from this that successful democratisation depends on many factors
and that progress can be halted, slowed or reversed at every stage. Moreover,
the important factors prompting development change at each stage. Whereas
formal rights, especially voting rights, are decisive in the early phases, the
satisfaction of material demands is more important later. For the endurance
of democracy, then, economic development appears to be an important fac-
tor once again. As it turns out, democracies can be jeopardised by large or
growing inequalities: if the rich get richer end the poor suffer, democratic
arrangements are less likely to survive the third phase. That is not to say, of
course, that people forget about political principles in favour of economic
performance. On the contrary, even if material and economic conditions are
poor, citizens may defer gratification and maintain their support for democ-
racy, as they did in many central European countries which managed to con-
solidate their democracies in the face of economic hardship in the 1990s.

Even if the starting point of democratisation can be easily identified - the
end of a war, the expulsion of a dictator, a popular uprising - consolidation
can take a long time, for nothing can be taken for granted until democratic
principles are widely supported and entrenched in daily political life. Many
aspects of the old non-democratic practices may live on during transition:
senior positions in the bureaucracy may remain occupied by the same peo-
ple who served the undemocratic system; continuing corruption is often a
problem; and social and economic problems may persist in new democra-
cies. Citizens may evaluate their political system in terms of its performance
and if it fails over the long run they may turn into ‘unsatisfied democrats’
who retain a strong belief in democracy but believe that their own system of
government fails to meet their expectations. In the long run, no system can
survive if many people are seriously dissatisfied.

Dividing the process of democratisation in different phases and then
identifying the different factors that operate in each phase helps us to
deal with the many different paths taken in democratic consolidation. Yet
concentrating in this way on how countries eventually reach a state of
advanced and stable democracy runs the risk of assuming that this is an
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inevitable and preordained development that all countries will naturally
follow. It assumes that democracy is the ‘highest’ and ‘most sophisticated’
form of government and that everything else is a deviation or a corruption
of the ‘normal’ state of affairs. Undemocratic and unconsolidated systems
are treated as not sufficiently developed, but it is assumed that, like small
children, they will eventually grow up and become properly mature. There
are certainly good reasons for preferring democracy to other forms of govern-
ment but that is a different matter - a matter of values and judgements, not
value-neutral empirical analysis. The task of empirical comparative govern-
ment is to avoid value judgements about whether democracy is the best
form of government and assumptions about whether it is the final, natural
and inevitable point of historical development. Comparative government
should try to understand how and why countries follow different historical
paths and to try to develop general theories and models that explain these
patterns.

The distinction between phases and the accompanying shifts in relevant
factors help us to deal with the many different paths democratic consolida-
tion takes. Yet stressing consolidation runs the risk of accepting democracy
as a more or less self-evident end-goal and treating all factors as either
conducive to or slowing down democratisation. Instead of trying to look
at a political system in unbiased ways, undemocratic or unconsolidated
systems are seen as ‘not yet’ sufficiently developed from the beginning.
Moreover, democracy is implicitly taken as the ‘highest’ or ‘most sophisti-
cated’ political system and all other systems are lumped together as neg-
ative deviations from this ideal. Such arguments have to be spelled out
carefully. Using a simple phase model of democratisation and believing
that democracy is our final destination and the paradise we all want to go
to does not help us much to understand democratisation and the grounds
for its importance.

® Embedded, partial and defective democracies

As we have seen in chapter 2, there is much debate about the meaning and
definition of democracy and its most important characteristics. As a result,
there are different attempts to measure democ-
racy using different indicators that are thought
to be crucial (see briefing 3.1). In many cases the A - .

; N developed civil society, secure civil and political
rankings produce very similar results so that, for . ghts, a set of autonomous institutions of
example, a country that is high on the Freedom  goyemment that act within the rule of law, a
House index it is most likely high on the other system of free and fair elections, and a govern-
scales as well. When democracy is highly devel- ment with effective power to perform its duties.
oped and consolidated it can be labelled as an
‘embedded democracy’.

At the other extreme, some countries are not democratic on any of the scales
because they do not have any of the necessary basic characteristics. These are

Embedded democracy A consolidated
and stable system that is founded on a well-
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Briefing 3.1

Comparing democracy and democratic development: major indicators

Freedom House
Index

Bertelsmann
Transformation
Index (BTI)

Polity-Index

Polyarchy and
Contestation
Scales

Democracy and
Development

Unified
Democracy
Scores (UDS)

Description

Political rights and
civil liberties.

Democratic and
economic devel-
opment and
capabilities of the
executive.

Monitors regime
changes/political
stability, authority,

quality of executive.

Fairness of elec-
tions, freedom of
organisation, free-
dom of expression,
media pluralism,
extent of suffrage.

Focus on polit-
ical features and
pure regime type
determination.

Synthesised indi-
cator of democ-
racy based on the
ten commonly
used indicators of
democracy.

Scope

Detailed country
reports. Trends are
pointed out. 193
countries.

Detailed country
reports. Trends are
pointed out. 125
countries.

Country reports
point out specific
developments. 162
countries.

Detailed
country reports.
196 countries.

Detailed
country reports.
135 countries.

Worldwide democ-
racy scores for the
1946-2000 period.

Source

www.freedomhouse.org

www.bertelsmann-
transformation-index.de

www.systemicpeace.org/
polity/polity4.htm

www.nd.edu/
~mcoppedg/crd/datacrd.
htm

www.nd.edu/~apsacp/
ACLPcodes.pdf

www.clinecenter.
uiuc.edu/research/
affiliatedresearch/UDS/

the totalitarian dictatorships and autocracies that are outside the scope of this
book (see fact file 3.1). There is a third group of countries that appear to be
democratic but are not completely so. No democracy is perfect and all have
defects on one kind or another, but some countries seem to be neither devel-
oped and embedded democracies nor fully-fledged autocracies. They have
been variously described as illiberal democracies, pseudo-democracies, limited
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Fact file 3.1

The worst of the worst

Included in this report are eight countries judged to have the worst records: Burma, Cuba, Libya,
North Korea, Somalia, Sudan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. Also included are two territories,
Chechnya and Tibet, whose inhabitants suffer intense repression. ... The report also includes nine
further countries near the bottom of Freedom House's list of the most repressive: Belarus, Chad,
China, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Laos, Saudi Arabia, Syria and Zimbabwe. The territory of Western
Sahara is also included in this group. ...

Massive human rights violations take place in nearly every part of the world. This year's roster of
the ‘most repressive’ includes countries from the Americas, the Middle East, Central Asia, Africa,and
East Asia; they represent a wide array of cultures and levels of economic development. ... The
fundamental violations of rights presented in this report are all the more alarming because they
stand in sharp contrast to the significant expansion of human liberty over the last three decades. In
that period, dozens of states have shed tyranny and embraced democratic rule and respect for basic
civil liberties.

Source: Freedom House, ‘'The Worst of the Worst: The World's most Repressive
Societies 2008’ (www.freedomhouse.org/uploads/special _report/62.pdf).

democracies, electoral democracies, defective democracies and diminished
democracies.

These terms point to the fact that something is missing from such systems.
In this way, undemocratic systems can be seen as ‘partial democracies’ or
‘diminished sub-types’ of democracy. How they are labelled depends on which
particular feature is missing (see figure 3.1), the main examples covering:

(a) full suffrage for the population - where some groups are excluded from
voting rights (e.g. Switzerland until 1971, when women were given voting
rights, and the USA and Northern Ireland until recently, when all ethnic
and religious groups were given voting rights).

(b) freeelectoral competition - where one or more political groups is excluded
from elections.

(c) protection of civil liberties - where political liberties such as freedom of
speech or association are limited, and where the rule of law is not firmly
established or observed in all cases.

In other cases, democracies are flawed because while they take seriously the
procedural rules for elections, the rule of law, civil rights, and so on, the gov-
ernment is unable to perform its proper role because anti-democratic forces
are powerful. Sometimes this is the army, sometimes it is a church or religious
group, and sometimes it is a traditional group of aristocrats, business inter-
ests or landowners. The terms ‘guarded democracy’ and ‘tutelary democracy’
have been used to describe such cases. Democratic failures of these kinds do
not always occur in the early ‘nursery school’ stages of democratisation. They
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Figure 3.1 Partial democracies: examples from diminished sub-types

(a) (b) (c)

fhatbue: lghqibue: ghaqibue:

Ell sffag Ell Conegion Civil Ibetes

— Limited Democracy — Controlled Democracy = — Electoral Democracy
— Male Democracy — De facto One-Party — Hard Democracy

— Oligarchical Democracy Democracy — llliberal Democracy

— Restrictive Democracy

hatbue:Eleced gvenanthsffecive powerb gven

— Guarded Democracy
— Protected Democracy
— Tutelary Democracy

Source: David Collier and Steven Levitsky, ‘Democracy with Adjectives. Conceptual
Innovation in Comparative Research, World Politics (April 1997), p. 440.

may emerge later when old elites reverse the process or, indeed, when new
elites protect their privileges by cancelling elections or suppressing opposi-
tions (see briefing 3.2).

It might seem that flawed democracies suffer from relatively minor prob-
lems that can be cured in time with some reforms and improvements. But it
can also be argued that many countries of this kind suffer from such serious
problems that they cannot be regarded as imperfect forms of democracy,

even less as flawed examples of embedded

Defective democracies Systems of gov- democracy. Their failings undermine the whole

ermnment that are neither democratic nor
undemocratic, but maintain some democratic
characteristics as well as some undemocratic

arrangements of democracy, and therefore they
constitute a special sub-set of systems that have

ones that damage and disrupt the institutional ~ Peen  labelled defective democracies. They
logic of embedded democracy. include Brazil and Mexico in Latin America,

62

Russia and Bulgaria in central and eastern
Europe, and South Korea in Asia. It should not be assumed that defective
democracy is a temporary and transitional stage on the way to fully devel-
oped liberal democracy. The evidence is that a defective democracy is not a
phase on the road to embedded democracy. It can stabilise itself and persist
for a long time.

There are many reasons why a given country might stumble along the road
to democracy, or even reverse its direction and become a failed democracy. The
phase model of democratic consolidation suggests some of the causes. In the
first phases, agreement has to be reached about the way new liberties and rights
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Briefing 3.2

Expediency takes the place of democracy

After general elections in Zimbabwe and in Kenya in 2008, the ruling presidents refused to step
down. In both countries a period of severe violence with many deaths ended as negotiations
between the ruling party and the opposition started.

“In Zimbabwve, as was the case in Kenya earlier this year, a government of unity is being pushed as an
emergency measure to stop violence and a spiral down toward civil war. After peace is restored, the
thinking goes, truth and reconciliation commissions, constitutional reforms, and finally democracy, will
follow. But this is a pipe dream. A government that does not respect the people’s vote will not concede
power down the line. And an opposition that does not stand for the people, and for democracy when it
matters most, is easily appeased with a nice chunk of the national cake. ...

Corruption and underhanded political deals continue in Kenya. Already there have been calls for a gen-
eral amnesty for the perpetrators of ethnic cleansing. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission that will
be formed is more likely to forgive and forget. It is back to the usual business of bad leadership — at the

world’s insistence that expediency take the place of democracy.”

Mikoma Wa Ngugi, Zimbabwe’s misquided talks’,
International Herald Tribune, 27 July 2008.

are organised and how decision making is actually carried out. In this phase the
existence of large or strong minority groups that are not satisfied with their
treatment may be important. In the later stages the economic achievements of
the new democracy and confidence in its future performance may be crucial.
The good news is that democracies are able to rely on their initial consolidation
as a significant factor for further development: democracies are clearly more
likely to survive if they have already lasted a while. In spite of all the difficulties
and dangers that can beset a new democracy, the fact remains that democracy
has spread and become firmly rooted in many parts of the globe.

m Theories of democratic change
and persistence

Democratic transformation and consolidation are complex processes that are
not easily explained and difficult to generalise about. For a long time the sem-
inal work of Seymour Martin Lipset focused the
debates on the importance of economic develop-
ment as a necessary precondition for democracy.
The more recent focus on modernisation theory
takes a broader approach. This argues that economic and technological devel-
opments are closely linked and result in fundamental changes in every area of
society (e.g. industrialisation, urbanisation, social and geographical mobility,
and education), including the ways that people think about themselves and
the social, economic and political world around them. Modernisation theory
stresses the interactions between social, economic and political factors, rather

Modernisation The dual processes of
technological and economic development and
the societal responses to these changes.
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than the primacy of economic development. In this sense democracy may be
both a cause and consequence of economic development. Usually, the rise of
the middle class is seen as crucial for democracy - and a large and strong mid-
dle class is the result of the manifold processes called modernisation.

Although modernisation theory is a good starting point for explanations of
democratic transformation and consolidation, it is clear that the theory relies
heavily on European experience and is too broad and general to provide us
with exact explanations for democratisation. Many aspects of modernisation
(changing class structure, growing literacy and skills, spread of wealth, etc.)
are clearly important for democratisation. But why would we refer to a rather
vague theory of modernisation when transformations towards democracy
might be explained by, say, changing class structures? Apparently, the wide
scope of modernisation theory comes with evident analytical shortcomings.

Broadly speaking, two alternative approaches are available. Both accept the
basic idea of modernisation theory that technological and economic devel-
opments are highly relevant for democratisation. Both attempt to avoid the
European bias and try to specify the exact mechanisms that lead to democratic
transformations and consolidation. Cultural theories stress the fact that the
expectations and demands of citizens are crucial for democracy. The basis for
this approach has been laid out by Gabriel Almond (1911-2002) and Sidney
Verba (1932-) in The Civic Culture, published in 1963. In their view, democracy
can only survive when citizens are characterised by a mixture of political and
social orientations. These include, for instance pride in one’s government
and the expectation of being treated correctly by it. A democracy will survive
with a mixture of pragmatism and commitment - not with the requirement
that average citizens are expected to be involved in politics all the time, but
with the idea that citizens can always participate if they wish and that their
opinions will be heard by government if and when they express them. Since
Almond and Verba’s publication many different cultural theories have been
presented, all characterised by the idea that the social and political orienta-
tions of citizens are crucial for democracy (see chapter 9).

Cultural theories have been criticised for neglecting the institutions of
society. Institutional theory argues that citizens do not develop their atti-
tudes and behaviour in a vacuum or by sitting down and working them out
for themselves. They respond to the possibilities, opportunities and restric-
tions created by the institutional framework of government and politics. If
the civil rights of freedom of assembly and association are protected, then
citizens can form groups and political parties. If courts are independent of
government and the rule of law is applied, citizens will be more likely to
form peaceful opposition parties and to develop a sense of allegiance to the
state. If government and its institutions are free of corruption, then citizens
are more likely to engage with civic affairs, to participate in political life and
to trust each other and their elected representatives. Institutional theories
emphasise the relevance of these institutional arrangements for democracy
and especially for democratic transformation and consolidation. Institutional
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theories are based on the idea that people make certain choices and develop
certain attitudes and values because of the alternatives available, and these
are strongly conditioned by the institutions of government and politics. We
will revisit this argument in the next chapter.

® What have we learned?

This chapter has dealt with democratic transition and consolidation. It has
also examined democratic failure and defective democracy. The chapter
shows that:

Democratisation is not historically inevitable and its progress cannot be
taken for granted. Some countries have never created democratic forms
of government, some have partially succeeded, and some have failed and
slipped back into dictatorship and autocracy.

Understanding democratisation requires a careful consideration of the cir-
cumstances in which it takes root or fails in different countries.

Some theories regard democracy as a continuum and assign graded scores
to each country. Other theories see a sharp distinction between consoli-
dated, established or embedded democracies at different stages of devel-
opment, and defective, limited or partial democracies that suffer from a
crucial democratic flaw that makes them fundamentally undemocratic, in
spite of having some important democratic characteristics.

Some theories of democratisation stress the importance of political cul-
ture and of citizens’ attitudes and behaviour, others stress the importance
of institutions and structures that encourage certain ways of thinking and
behaving.

Lessons of comparison

Just as there are different types of democracy so countries take different
routes to democracy. This makes it difficult to explain the process of demo-
cratic transformation and difficult to produce generalisations about it.
Economic development is an important factor, but it is certainly not the
whole story. Not all economically developed countries are democratic and
some democracies are poor. Some theories stress the rise of a middle class,
some focus on the influence of international forces, some emphasise reli-
gion, revolution or war.

The process of democratic consolidation can be divided into phases. In
the early phases the creation of institutions that guarantee freedom, civil
rights and the rule of law are important. Later, these are taken for granted
and economic performance and social and economic equality become
more important.

Economic and social inequalities have threatened democratic consolida-
tion in some countries.
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1. Draw up lists of the democratic indicators employed by different
organisations and publications (briefing 3.1) and apply their
indicators to ten democracies. Do the different sets of indicators
produce the same results when they are applied to the countries?

2. Explain why democracies are more likely to survive if they have
lasted a while.

3. Discuss the pros and cons of the statement: ‘Every democracy is a
deficient democracy.’

4. Why is it so difficult to predict a ‘fourth wave of democratisation’?

Further reading

R. King and G. Kendall, The State, Democracy and Globalisation, Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2003.

A concise overview of the development of modern states and democracy.

L. Diamond, The Spirit of Democracy: The Struggle to Build Free Societies throughout
the World, New York: Holt, 2008.

A comprehensive, excellent and accessible overview of the many aspects of
democratisation around the world.

D. Berg-Schlosser (ed.), Democratization. The State of the Art, Wiesbaden: VS
Verlag, 2004.

Summarises the academic debates about democratisation from different
points of view.

J. Markoff, ‘Transitions to Democracy’, in T. Janoski, R. R. Alford, A. M. Hicks
and M. A. Schwartz (eds.), The Handbook of Political Sociology, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005.

A good general discussion of the transition to democracy.

W. Merkel, ‘Embedded and defective democracies’, Democratization, Vol. 11,
No. 5, 2004: 33-58.

Elaborates the distinction between embedded and defective democracies, and
the failings and persistence of the latter.

F. Zakaria, The Future of Freedom: Illiberal Democracy at Home and Abroad, New
York: Norton, 2003.
Examines the spread of illiberal democracies.

P. Norris, Driving Democracy: Do Power-Sharing Institutions Work?, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008.
A comparative analysis of the relevance of institutions for democracy.
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Websites

www.freedomhouse.org

Provides information about democracy and human rights for each state of
the world.

www.ned.org/forum/internationalforum.html

Website of the International Forum for Democratic Studies, providing infor-
mation for everybody interested in democracy and democratisation.

See briefing 3.1 for further websites with information about democratic
developments.
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PART I

The polity: structures and institutions

Part | of this book considered the nature and development of the modern demo-
cratic state in general terms. Part Il looks more closely at internal structures and
institutions — sometimes referred to as the ‘machinery of state’ or the ‘nuts-and-
bolts of government’, because they are the permanent structures of the political
system. They are important because they set the framework within which individuals
and organisations behave in everyday political life. In this sense we can distinguish
between government, with its formal structures and institutions, on the one hand,
and politics, with its political behaviour and processes, on the other. Following this
distinction, Part Il concentrates on structures and institutions of government, while
Part Ill focuses on the political behaviour of individuals, groups and organisations.
Although this is a convenient and useful way of dividing up the book, we should

not forget that structures influence and mould behaviour, just as much as behaviour
helps to create structures. Although it is useful to distinguish between the institutions
of government and the processes of politics, the two are simply different sides of
the same coin.

Chapter 4 deals with the constitutional framework of modern democracies.
Constitutions are sometimes overlooked in modern comparative politics, but the fact
is that they are enormously important. They try to grapple with the basic problem of
all democracies — how to balance the necessary powers of the state against the indi-
vidual rights of citizens, and how to ensure that government does not become too
powerful and remains responsible and accountable to its citizens. Constitutions are
the blueprints of power in democracies.
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Chapter 5 turns to the three main branches of most democratic governments —
the executive, legislative and judicial branches. It shows how, in spite of the bewil-
dering variety of constitutional arrangements, most states fall into one of two general
types, either presidential or parliamentary systems, and how these work in practice.

Chapter 6, on multi-level government, looks at how government is divided in a
different way. Few states are so small that they can be ruled by a single centre of
national government. Most democracies are divided geographically with national
government sitting on top of layers of regional, local and community government.
Similarly, no democratic state can run its own affairs as if it were an island on its
own. All have arrangements, agreements and treaties with other sovereign states.
Chapter 6, therefore, examines multi-level government from the global and the inter-
national down to the local community.

Chapter 7 considers the two most important functions of government — the
executive and the legislative. These two overlap to a considerable extent, but the
executive is primarily responsible for executing (that is, carrying out) the affairs of
state and the policies of the government, while the legislative is mainly concerned
with representing the views of citizens, turning them into laws and keeping a watch-
ing brief on the executive.

Finally, Chapter 8 examines the administrative backbone of the state — the pub-
lic bureaucracy. Bureaucrats are important, and potentially enormously powerful,
because politicians rely heavily on the people who staff the government ministries to
run the daily business of government.

The five chapters of Part Il of the book, therefore, examine the main structures
and institutions of government:

+ Constitutions

*  Presidential and parliamentary government
+  Multi-level government

+  Policy making and legislating

* Implementation.



4 Constitutions

Although the citizens of a given state may feel that theirs is the only or the
best way of doing things, there is nothing natural or God-given about hav-
ing a president rather than a prime minister, a unitary rather than a federal
system, or two legislative assemblies rather than one. In fact, it is probably
true to say that every modern democracy (chapter 2) has a unique set of gov-
ernment institutions, and combines them in unique ways. It is certainly true
that there is no agreed formula or set of rules that will produce a democ-
racy; each country follows its own special path and makes its own particular
arrangements.

The particular configuration of institutions in any given state is defined by
its constitution. This is the most basic set of laws that establishes the shape
and form of the political structure. We start this
chapter, therefore, by considering the nature
and purpose of constitutions - what they are and
why we have them. Constitutions try to create a
complex set of checks and balances between the different branches of gov-
ernment, so that no one institution or person has too much power. We then
introduce the three main branches of government - the executive, legislative
and the judiciary - and outline their basic purpose and design. Constitutions,
however, are only the beginning, not the end, of the story of comparative pol-
itics, so we also discuss the limits of constitutionalism and why it is necessary
to go beyond formal laws to understand how democracies work in practice.

Constitution A set of fundamental laws that
determines the central institutions and offices,
and powers and duties of the state.
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Finally, we consider various theories of political institutions and how they
help us to understand the structure and operations of the modern state.
The major topics in this chapter are:

e What a constitution is, and why we have them
e The division of powers

e The limits of constitutionalism

e Constitutional and institutional theories.

® What a constitution is, and why
we have them

In some respects government is like a game; before the players can even
take the field to compete, they need to agree on a set of rules that decide
how the game is to be played. Constitutions are the rules of the political
game - who can vote, who can stand for office, what powers they are to
have, the rights and duties of citizens and so on. Without these basic rules
politics would degenerate into arbitrariness, brute force, or anarchy. If the
rules work well, we tend to take them for granted and concentrate on the
day-to-day game of politics, just as we take the rules of our favourite sport
for granted and concentrate on today’s match. Nonetheless, constitutions
are important because they have a profound influence over how the game
of politics is played, and therefore over the outcome of the game - who
gets what, and when? For this reason, some theories of politics place great
importance on constitutions, and on the political institutions that they cre-
ate and shape.

Constitutions are sets of laws, but they are very special ones that lay out
the most important institutions and offices of the state and define their for-
mal powers (see briefing 4.1 and fact file 4.1). Consequently, they have four
main features:

1. Fundamental laws Constitutions are laws about the political procedures to
be followed in making laws. They are supreme laws, taking precedence
over all others, and defining how all the others should be made. Some
analysts call them ‘meta-rules’ (rules about how to make rules), but the
German constitution calls them ‘the Basic Law’.

2. Entrenched status Constitutions have a special legal status. Unlike other
laws, constitutions usually state the conditions under which the consti-
tution can itself be changed. These conditions are often very demanding
in ways that are intended to make sure that the change is not hasty or
undemocratic, and that it has widespread support.

3. Codified document Constitutions are written down, often in a single docu-
ment that presents the constitution in a systematic manner.

4. Allocation of powers Constitutions outline the proper relations between
institutions and offices of the state, and between government and citi-
zens. This is probably the most crucial part because it allocates powers



Constitutions

Briefing 4.1

Constitutions
Constitutions vary so much that no two are likely to be the same in any particular respect. Some
are long and detailed (India’s has 387 articles and nine schedules), some short (the USA’s has
seven articles and twenty-seven amendments). Many are general, but others try to specify the
kind of society and political system they aspire to — Sweden'’s sets out specific regulations for
social security and labour laws, Japan’s renounces war, and Croatia’s states that some rights can
be restricted in case of war. Some are contained in a single document, some refer to other docu-
ments or to international agreements such as the UN Declaration of Human Rights (1948). Some
have been changed comparatively frequently, others rarely. Some are old, some new. In a few
cases, the constitution is said to be unwritten (Britain and Israel) but, in fact, it is better to refer
to them as ‘uncodified’, because while much is written down, it is not consolidated in one main
document.

It is easy to obtain the constitution of every nation in the world from websites (see p. 90) so
no examples are provided here. In spite of their huge variety, most constitutions fall into four
main parts:

e Preamble The preamble tends to be a declaration about nationhood and history, with
references to important national events, symbols and aspirations. The preamble tends to be
inspirational rather than legal or rational.

e Fundamental rights (Bill of Rights) A list of civil and political rights and statements about the

limits of government powers. Some constitutions refer also to economic, social and cultural
rights. Many of the newer constitutions simply adopt the 1948 UN Universal Declaration of
Human Rights.

e Institutions and offices of government The main structures or institutions of government are
described, together with their powers and duties. Usually this means the executive, legisla-
tive and judicial branches of national government, and sometimes lower levels of govern-
ment as well.

e Amendment The procedures to be followed in amending the constitution.

and functions to government and specifies the rights and duties of gov-
ernments and citizens - who can do what, to whom, and under what
circumstances.

Because constitutions are so important, they are often the focus of fierce
political battles between different groups who want to frame the rules in
their own interest. Democratic constitutions therefore try to impose rules
that are fair and impartial to all groups and interests in society, so that all can
compete on a ‘level playing field’. They try to do this by incorporating a set of
seven basic principles:

1. Rule of law According to Albert V. Dicey (1835-1922), the nineteenth-
century British constitutional theorist, the rule of law underlies the idea
of constitutionalism. The rule of law, not the arbitrary rule of powerful
individuals, is the hallmark of democracy.
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Fact file 4.1

Constitutions

USA's (1787).

southern Africa.

Canada, France

ten of these we
since 1789.

e The first codified constitution was San Marino's (1600), followed by Canada's (1774) and the

e Between 1990 and 1995 ninety-six countries — about half of the world's total — adopted new
constitutions. Twenty were in central and eastern Europe, but thirty-one were in central and

e Most countries have modified their constitutions at some point in their history, but Belgium,
major ways in recent decades. The Indian constitution has been amended more than seventy

times since 1950, but the American has been amended only twenty-seven times since 1787, and

e About 70 per cent of constitutions date back no further than 1945.

(twice), The Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden and Turkey have done so in

re contained in the Bill of Rights of 1791. France has had seventeen constitutions

2.

3.

Separation of powers The doctrine that pol-
itical power should be divided among several
bodies or officers of the state as a precaution
against too much concentration of power.

4.
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Transfer of power Democracies are marked by a peaceful transfer of power
from one set of leaders or parties to another. Democratic constitutions
typically state the conditions for this - how and when government is to
be elected, by whom and for how long. The peaceful transfer of power
is so important that some political scientists define a ‘democracy’ in
these terms - e.g. there have been three successive free and peaceful
elections.

Separation of powers and checks and balances According to classical polit-
ical theory, democracy is best protected by creat-
ing separate branches of government with
different functions and powers, each checking
and balancing the power of the others in a sys-
tem of checks and balances.

Relations between government and citizens At the heart of any democracy is
the relationship between citizens and their government, so constitutions
often include (or refer to) a Bill of Rights that enumerates the rights and
responsibilities of citizens, and the limits of government power over
them. Those who are suspicious of government in any shape or form see
constitutions as setting clear limits on the power of government in order
to guarantee the rights of the citizens.

Locus of sovereignty Since there must be a governing body or office capable
of making authoritative decisions, constitutions usually specify who or
what is to be the ultimate authority to make and enforce law.

Government accountability Democratic governments are accountable to
their citizens, and constitutions normally try to pin down the mech-
anisms of this accountability - who is answerable to whom, and under
what circumstances.



7. Final arbiter Constitutions are sometimes disputed because none is fully
clear, consistent, unambiguous, or comprehensive. The last job of a con-
stitution is to say who is to be the final arbiter of its meaning and how it
may be changed.

m The separation of powers

Democratic constitutions attempt to create limited (not autocratic or totali-
tarian) government that is accountable to, and responsive to the will of,
its citizens. According to classical political theory (John Locke (1632-1704),
Montesquieu (1689-1755) and the Federalist Papers (1777-8) in the USA), this is
best achieved by dividing power between the executive, legislative and judi-
cial branches of government, and by creating checks and balances between
them so that no one branch can become too powerful.

Executives

Most large organisations have a person, or small group, to take final deci-
sions, decide policies and take ultimate responsibility. Businesses have com-
pany chairmen and chief executive officers (CEOs). Governments have political
executives (from the Latin term ‘to carry out’) who do the same job, and who
are usually known as presidents or prime ministers - President Obama of the
USA, Prime Minister Aso of Japan, Chancellor Merkel of Germany, Prime
Minister Singh of India, President Bachelet of
Chile, President Khama of Botswana and so on.
The executive branch of government, being at
the top of the political pyramid, performs three
main functions:

1. Decision-making - initiating government action and formulating public
policy

2. Implementation - executives implement (apply) their policies, which means
they must also run the main departments and bureaucracies of state

3. Coordination - coordination and integration of the complex affairs of
state.

In most modern democracies the executive officer is called a president or
prime minister. But, to complicate matters, presidents are not always politi-
cal executives. For example, both the USA and Germany have presidents, but
they do entirely different jobs. In America, the elected president is both the
head of government and the head of state, which is an enormously powerful
and important position, but the German president is only the head of state
and a largely ceremonial figure who is, in some respects, rather like a consti-
tutional monarch (see fact file 4.2). In what follows we are concerned mainly
with the politically powerful presidents who, as both heads of state and gov-
ernment, are significant political figures, not ceremonial ones.

Constitutions

Executive The branch of government mainly
responsible for initiating government action,
making and implementing public policy, and
coordinating the activities of the state.
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Fact file 4.2

Heads of state and heads of government

m Presidential heads of government

e In presidential systems, the directly elected president is both head of state and head of

government.

In parliamentary systems, the head of state is a largely ceremonial function carried out either by a
monarch or a president, while the head of government, a position of real power, is normally filled
by a prime minister or chancellor.

Presidential heads of state may be elected or appointed, but presidential heads of government in
democracies are always directly elected.

Surprisingly, quite a few heads of state in established democracies are monarchs — Belgium,
Denmark, Japan, The Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden and the UK. This is because these
countries have often avoided revolution and adapted slowly to democratic pressures, leaving their
kings and queens in place while adapting institutions around them.

Apart from the monarchies, non-executive presidential heads of state, performing a largely cere-
monial role, are found in Austria, Germany, Greece, Ireland, India, Israel, Japan and ltaly.

m Presidential heads of government

e Usually the president is a single person, but a few countries (Bosnia-Herzegovina, Cyprus and

Uruguay) have experimented with joint presidencies, usually unsuccessfully.

e There are seventy-eight presidential systems in the world, making them the most common form

of democratic government in the world. Fifty-five of these are new democracies formed since
1990, and it remains to be seen how many of these will remain presidential if these systems
change.

Presidential systems are found mainly in Latin America, which has been influenced by the USA,
and in the new democracies of central and eastern Europe.

Legislature The branch of government
mainly responsible for discussing and passing
legislation, and keeping watch on the executive.
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Legislatures

Executives are the decision-making branch of government, and legislatures
are the law-making branch. The term derives
from the Latin words ‘legis’ (law) and ‘latio’
(bringing). Legislatures evolved from the assem-
blies that medieval monarchs called to agree to
some royal action - to levy taxes or wage war. These assemblies started meet-
ing regularly, and eventually came to be elected by all citizens of the state and
so they acquired legitimacy as representative parliaments or assemblies (see
fact file 4.3). Technically, a legislature is any law-making body, however con-
stituted, but in a democracy the legislature gets its legitimacy from the fact
that it is directly and popularly elected by citizens.



Fact file 4.3

Legislatures

Constitutions

The precursor of modern parliamentary legislatures is probably the Althingi, the assembly
established by Viking settlers in Iceland about a thousand years ago.

Legislatures can consist of any number of assemblies, but about three-quarters of contemporary
legislatures have one chamber (unicameral) and the rest have two (bicameral).

Unicameral legislatures include Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Israel, New Zealand, Peru,
South Korea and Sweden.

New Zealand, Denmark, Sweden, Iceland and Peru have all moved from bicameralism to unicamer-
alism since 1950. Although more countries have created second chambers than abolished them in
recent decades, it appears that unicameralism has been successful in the established democracies.
Bicameral legislatures include Australia, Austria, Canada, Brazil, Mexico, the USA, Germany, India,
Italy, Japan, Spain, South Africa, Switzerland and the UK,

The larger the population of a country, the larger its legislative body is likely to be. India, with

a population of more than 100 million, has a lower house with 545 members. Brazil, with a
population of 200 million, has a Chamber of Deputies with 513 members. At the other extreme,
Trinidad and Tobago, with a population of 1.3 million, has a House of Representatives of 41
members, and Iceland, with a population of 300,000, has an Althingi with sixty-three members.
The larger the country the more likely it is to be bicameral. On average, unicameral democracies
have populations less than half that of bicameral countries.

Four out of five federal states are bicameral, compared with one-quarter of unitary states. The
representation basis of many second chambers in federal systems is often regional or local, as it
is in Australia, Canada, Germany, India, Switzerland, Brazil and the USA.

Legislatures are known by a variety of names - assemblies, parliaments,

houses and chambers - but all amount to much the same thing: assemblies
are meetings of elected representatives who meet to discuss public affairs;
parliaments are ‘talking shops’; houses and chambers are the places where
assemblies and parliaments meet - the House of Commons, the House of
Representatives, the Chamber of Deputies.

Legislatures may be formed by one (unicameral) or two (bicameral) houses.
If we remember that democratic government is already divided between
three main branches, one might well ask why the legislative body should be
further divided into two chambers. Indeed, two chambers may only compli-
cate matters:

e Which of the two is to be the stronger and have the last word if they
disagree?

e If the first is elected in a democratic fashion, how is the second to be con-
stituted, and if it is also elected won’t it inevitably clash with the first?

For these reasons, there is a great debate about whether unicameralism is
better than bicameralism (see controversy 4.1), but it turns out that most
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CONTROVERSY 4.1

One chamber or two?

Pro-unicameralism

Power is mainly located in one assembly.
No confusion of roles, responsibilities, or
accountability.

No overlap or duplication between assem-
blies. Two assemblies can result in rivalry
and even deadlock between the two.

There is room for only one elected, rep-
resentative body. ‘If the second chamber
agrees with the first, it is useless; if it dis-
agrees it is dangerous’ (Abbé Sieyes).

Most legislatures are unicameral, and the
number is increasing. Many new states have
adopted unicameralism with apparent suc-
cess, especially in Africa and the Middle East.

Unicameralism is particularly suitable for uni-
tary states (three-quarters are unicameral).

Costa Rica, Denmark, New Zealand and
Sweden have abolished their second cham-
bers, without apparent adverse effects.

Unicameralism seems to work best in small
countries.

Second chambers with appointed members
are often criticised as being places where
'has-been politicians’ go to die.

Pro-bicameralism

Two chambers provide another set of checks
and balances, with powers to delay, criticise,
amend, or veto — a constitutional backstop.

Two forms of representation, usually direct elec-
tion to the lower chamber, and another form of
election (indirect) or appointment to the higher.

A second chamber can reduce the workload
of the first by considering legislation in detall,
leaving the first chamber to deal with broad
issues.

A majority of democracies have bicam-

eral legislatures — Australia, Britain, Canada,
France, India, ltaly, Japan, Mexico, Brazil, the
USA, South Africa and Switzerland.

Bicameralism is suited to federal systems,
where territorial units of government within
the state can be represented at the national
level: 80 per cent of bicameral systems are in
federal states.

Some claim the main defence of bicameral-
ism is political — upper chambers are conser-
vative bodies with the job of tempering the
actions of the lower house.

Bicameralism seems to work best in countries
that are large or socially and ethnically diverse —
it helps to resolve regional conflict.

democracies are bicameral. This is because it is usually not too difficult to sort
out a system that enables two houses to work together effectively. Whatever
the abstract and theoretical problems may be, it is generally possible to solve
them in a practical way.

Strong and weak bicameralism
Bicameral legislatures come in two forms: weak and strong. In the strong sys-
tems, both assemblies are of equal strength, but since this is a recipe for
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conflict - even deadlock - there are rather few cases of successful strong
bicameralism. Many of them are found in federal systems (see chapter 6),
including Australia, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland and the USA. Most bicam-
eral systems are ‘weak’, which means that one assembly is more powerful
than the other. To complicate matters the stronger (first chamber) is usually
known as the ‘lower house’, while the weaker (second chamber) is the ‘upper
house’, usually called the Senate (after the American Senate). Weak bicam-
eralism is also known as ‘asymmetric bicameralism’ - i.e. the two houses
are of unequal power. Typically in weak bicameral systems, the lower house
initiates legislation and controls financial matters and the upper house has
limited powers to delay and recommend amendments.

Membership of the second house

Since democratic lower chambers are directly elected by the popula-
tion, many upper chambers are constituted on a different basis. Most
are not directly elected by the population as a whole, but are either
indirectly elected or appointed, or some combination of both. Some
upper chambers, however, are directly elected, usually in federal sys-
tems (see chapter 6) but on a different basis than the lower house. If
they are directly elected at all, upper houses are often based on different
geographical constituencies.

Tenure and size

The terms of tenure of upper houses are usually different. They are often
elected for a longer term of office (five-nine years, rather than the three-five
years of lower chambers). Upper chambers sometimes have an older qualify-
ing age, and they are usually much smaller than lower ones.

Judiciaries

Should politicians be the final judge of how the constitution should be inter-
preted? The danger is that the government of the day will try to manipulate
matters in its own interests. Therefore, constitutions are, in the words of
David Hume (1711-76), a set of ‘institutions designed for knaves’. This does
not presume that all politicians actually are knaves, but takes full account of
the possibility that they might be, and that a constitution needs a safeguard
against this danger. Since a constitution is primarily a legal document, it is
argued that lawyers should be the final arbiter
of it. Besides, judges (the judiciary) are often
thought to be the best independent and incor-
ruptible source of experience and wisdom on
constitutional matters. This, in turn, requires judicial independence to pro-
tect judges from political interference and from the temptations of corrup-
tion. For this reason, judges are often appointed for life and paid well. Some

and application of law.

Constitutions

Judiciary The branch of government mainly
responsible for the authoritative interpretation
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Judicial review The binding power of the
courts to provide an authoritative interpretation

countries have created special constitutional
courts, but most use their regular courts (see fact

of laws, including constitutional law, and to file 4.4).

overturn executive or legislative actions they
hold to be illegal or unconstitutional.

Fact file 4.4

Judiciaries

Not all democratic countries accept the prin-
ciple of judicial review of the constitution. Some
reject it, for two main reasons:

1. It is difficult to guarantee the political independence of the judges. In
many countries, senior judges are appointed by politicians and conser-
vative politicians tend to appoint conservative judges while liberal polit-
icians are more likely to appoint liberal ones. Nor are judges entirely
immune from the social pressures of public opinion and the mass media.
Most important, judges usually come from conservative social groups
and deliver conservative political judgements. In short, it is claimed that
judges are not, or cannot be, neutral.

2. In a democracy, so it is argued, the democratically elected legislature
should have responsibility for interpreting the constitution, not an
appointed and unrepresentative judiciary.

e The principle of judicial review was originally limited to the USA in the nineteenth century. It

became more widely accepted in the twentieth century, especially in federal systems where the
courts were used to settle disputes not only between branches of government but between
federal and other levels of government as well.

A few democracies, such as Belgium, Finland, The Netherlands and Switzerland, do not have judi-
cial review.

Some states (Israel, New Zealand, the UK) have judicial review in practice, but not in theory. In
the UK, the binding nature of EU law has given the courts the role of judicial review.

Special constitutional courts have been created in Austria, France, the EU, Germany, Greece,
Chile, South Africa, Italy, Portugal and Spain, and many of the new democracies of central and
eastern Europe.

Judicial review is carried out by regular courts in most countries including Australia, Canada,
Denmark, India, Italy, Japan, Sweden, and the USA.

The Federal Constitutional Court of Germany has become one of the most active in the west,
rejecting some 5 per cent of all legislation on constitutional grounds, and becoming involved in
issues ranging from freedom of speech and abortion to federal—state relations and public finance.
The European Court of Justice (ECJ) is also active and powerful in EU matters.

Obudsmen (also known as Parliamentary Commissioners, Inspectors General and Public
Protector) are found in many western European states and the EU, as well as Brazil, Croatia, the
Czech Republic, Estonia, India, Israel, Latvia, New Zealand, Peru, South Africa and the USA.
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Judges are involved in more than constitutional law. The meaning of other
laws may also be ambiguous and disputed, and sometimes this has political
implications - electoral law for example, or tax law with implications that
affect government’s capacity to raise money for public services. In fact, some
legislation is deliberately vague, because it was the only way out of political
deadlock between competing groups. In such circumstances, it is the job of
the courts to interpret the law and to decide how it should be applied to par-
ticular cases. In doing so, the courts may go beyond merely interpreting the
law and actually modify or change it in subtle ways. In this respect, judges
can play an important political role as the third branch of government.

Judicial activism

The role of the courts in government is tending to widen. The Supreme Court
of the USA was not given power of constitutional review in the 1787 constitu-
tion, but had successfully claimed it by 1803.

Constitutions

The USA then went through two notable periods Judicial activism Involves the courts taking a

of judicial activism in the 1930s (when it tried to
stop Roosevelt’s New Deal legislation) and again
in the 1950s (when it promoted racial integra-
tion). There is a general tendency now for the courts to take a more active
role in government across the democratic world where the judiciary has the
right of judicial review. The five main reasons for the expanding role of the
courts are:

tive and legislative action.

e An increasing volume of legislation and government actions

e The increasing complexity of government machinery, which means that
there is greater chance of conflict between branches and levels of govern-
ment, especially in federal systems or when new supra-national govern-
ments (e.g. the EU) are being developed

e An increasing emphasis on the rule of law and the rights of citizens, and
the need to write these down in the legal form, such as in a Charter or Bill
of Rights

e A willingness to use the courts (the ‘culture of litigation’) as a means of
resolving conflict

e Possibly, an unwillingness or inability of politicians to deal with difficult
political issues; they may be happy to pass on some political ‘hot potatoes’,
especially moral issues, to the courts.

There are problems with judicial activism as there are with judicial review
of the constitution. Striking down legislation and choosing between differ-
ent interpretations of the law can amount to policy making, and sometimes
even small differences of legal interpretation of the law can have large policy
ramifications. Should judges have this power? And when there is a conflict
between elected government and the courts, who should win?

broad and active view of their role as interpret-
ers of the constitution and reviewers of execu-
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Ombudsman A state official appointed to
receive complaints and investigate claims about
maladministration.

Federal states Federal states combine a
central authority with a degree of constitution-
ally defined autonomy for sub-central, territorial
units of government.

Unitary states In unitary states the central
government is the only sovereign body. It does
not share constitutional authority with any sub-
central units of government.
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Another quasi-legal development in modern democratic politics is the
appointment of ombudsmen. An ombudsman is
a ‘grievance officer’, or a state official to whom
citizens can appeal if they feel wrongly treated
by public bodies. Sweden, which invented the
concept, has four ombudsmen covering different areas of public services.
Although ombudsmen are found in many western European countries, most
democracies (about 75 per cent) do not have them, preferring to use normal
court procedures. For the most part, ombudsmen are not lavishly funded and
their powers are usually limited, so they rarely have a big impact.

Unitary and federal states

We shall discuss federal states and unitary government at greater length in
chapter 6, but it is appropriate to make an
important constitutional point here. In federal
systems, power is divided not only between the
executive, legislative and judicial branches of
government, but also between territorial units
of government. These territorial units - states, or regions, or provinces - often
have substantial powers and rights that are guaranteed by the constitution. In
some ways, therefore, federalism is another form of the division of powers
within the state - a geographical division between geographical areas, to
complement the political division between the executive, legislative and judi-
cial branches. Moreover, the territorial units of federal systems often repeat
the division of powers found at the federal level because each unit has its own
executive, legislative and judicial branches of government.

This distinguishes federal from unitary states.
In a unitary system, national government ultim-
ately controls all layers of government below it,
and can reform, reorganise, or abolish units of
local or regional government without any spe-
cial constitutional restraint. In federal systems, the rights and powers and
existence of the federal units are protected by the constitution.

m The limits of constitutionalism

Constitutions are not like cooking recipes that produce exactly the right result if
they are followed to the last detail. They are, after all, only legal words on pieces
of paper. How they work in practice is a rather different matter. Constitutions
are important documents, perhaps supremely important, but there are seven
key reasons why they should not necessarily be taken at their face value:

e They may be completely unimportant simply because they are not
observed. Most dictatorships have democratic constitutions, and polit-
icians in established democracies have been known to try to flout, break,
or go around them.



e They may be incomplete. They are general documents that may not even
mention some of the more important aspects of the constitution - elect-
oral systems, political parties, or even the office of prime minister.

e A full understanding of a constitution sometimes requires reference to
other documents - supreme court judgments, historical documents, or
the UN Declaration of Human Rights.

e Written constitutions are often supported by conventions.

e Constitutions can develop and change, even
if the documents do not. The American con-
stitution of 1787 did not give the Supreme
Court of the USA the right of constitutional
review. The Supreme Court took this power
for itself in 1803 when it ruled on the case of Marbury v. Madison.

e Constitutions can be vague or fail to cover particular or exceptional
circumstances.

e Constitutions can fail. History is full of failed democratic constitutions
that have been supplanted by revolutions, autocrats and military dictator-
ships. The lesson is that successful democracy cannot be imposed by con-
stitutional law, no matter how well thought-out this may be; democratic
politics must also be accepted and practised by political elites and citizens
alike. Constitutions are like fortresses - they must be well built and well
protected by soldiers.

reinforced by legal sanctions.

This leads us to the conclusion that constitutions are rather like maps or
blueprints of the main institutions of government (for three examples see
briefing 4.2), but actual operations may differ - even differ radically - from
the legal documents. This leads to the debate about how important institu-
tions are, and to what extent they actually determine the operations of a
political system and the behaviour of political actors within it.

m Constitutional and institutional theories
The ‘old constitutionalism’

The interest of political theorists in constitutions dates back at least to
Aristotle’s famous commentary on the constitution of Athens. In the late nine-
teenth and first half of the twentieth century, however, the lead was taken
not by political theorists but by lawyers and comparative political scientists.
Their work was largely legal, descriptive and historical, and confined to a few
western states, especially to the UK, the USA and France. After the Second
World War this style of political science was fiercely criticised for being too
descriptive and legalistic rather than analytical, for its failure to theorise and
generalise, for being culture-bound by its narrow western origins and, above
all, for its interest in formal and legal documents rather than ‘going behind
the scenes’ to get at the real stuff of everyday politics.

Moreover, as we have already seen, constitutions do not always work as they
are supposed to. As a result, many of the constitutions so carefully designed

Constitutions

Conventions Unwiritten rules that impose
obligations on constitutional actors that are held
to be binding, but not incorporated into law or
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Briefing 4.2

The Constitutions of Argentina, France and Japan

Argentina
Type of government

Date of constitution
Head of state
Executive

Legislature

Judiciary

Sub-national government
France

Type of government

Date of constitution

Executive

Legislature

Judiciary
Sub-national government
Japan

Type of government

Date of constitution

Head of state

84

Presidential republic: federal state.
1853, revised 1994

President

Cabinet appointed by President
Bicameral National Congress

Senate: 72 directly elected, six-year term, half every three years
Chamber of Deputies: 275 directly elected, four-year term, half
every two years

Judicial review by Supreme Court

23 provinces and one autonomous city (the Federal Capital of
Buenos Aires)

Republic: unitary state

1958, amended in 1962, and in 1992, 1996 and 2000 to com-
ply with EU requirements, and in 2000 to reduce presidential
term of office from seven to five years

Head of State, President, directly elected Head of Government;
Prime Minister nominated by National Assembly majority and
appointed by President; Cabinet appointed by President at sug-
gestion of Prime Minister

Bicameral

Senate: 321 seats, indirectly elected for nine years, one-third
every three years

National Assembly: 577 seats, directly elected for five years

Supreme Court of Appeal plus Constitutional Council for consti-
tutional matters

22 regions, 96 departments

Unitary state with constitutional monarch and parliamentary
government

1947

Emperor
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Executive Prime Minister; cabinet appointed by Prime Minister
Legislature Bicameral
House of Councillors: 247 seats, six-year term, half every three years
House of Representatives: 480 seats, elected for four years
Judiciary Judicial review of legislation by Supreme Court

Sub-national government 47 prefectures

Source: http://confinder.richmond.edu/

(mainly by constitutional lawyers for the newly decolonised and independ-
ent countries of Africa and Asia) collapsed and gave way to dictatorship and
military government because they were not adapted to social, political and
economic circumstances. The failure of these constitutions made it clear that
democracy rests on more - far more - than constitutional design, no matter
how good this may be on paper. Consequently, when an interest in constitu-
tions was revived in the last quarter of the twentieth century, it went beyond
the ‘old’ institutionalism of legalistic and descriptive studies of constitutions.

The ‘new constitutionalism’
The ‘new constitutionalism’ tried to balance out three main concerns:

1. Theprotection of citizen rights and the limitation of government powers -
in other words, the classical concerns of constitutional theory.

2. A concern with balancing the limited powers and maximum accountabil-
ity of government, with the need for effective government action in a
complex and fast-changing world. It is argued that constitutions are not
abstract designs, but practical machines that need careful construction
and engineering, and then to be judged by how effectively they work in
practice.

3. An attempt to adapt the constitutional design of a country to its social
and economic circumstances. It was realised that there is no single con-
stitutional design that is best, but a variety of models to suit different
conditions. Constitutional theory tried to solve the problem of how stable
democracies could be established in previously undemocratic countries,
especially in countries divided by ethnic, religious, linguistic and cultural
cleavages. In central and eastern Europe, civil society theorists argued
that it was vital that constitutions guaranteed the rights of citizen organi-
sations, and their independence from government. Ethnically mixed
societies, it was argued, needed a form of ‘consensus’ democracy that
protected the rights of minorities and gave them effective power to par-
ticipate in government. We will return to civil society theory in chapter
10 and to consensus democracies in chapter 7.
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The ‘new institutionalism’

Both the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ constitutionalism assumes that constitutions
matter, and that they are not only a vital part of any democratic system but
also an influence - perhaps even a decisive influence - on how political actors
behave and how political systems works. This basic idea is expounded in what
is known as the ‘new institutionalism’. ‘The new institutionalism’ is not so
much a theory as a general approach that focuses on the organisations, struc-
tures and institutions of government and politics. There are variations on the
general theme, but there is a common argument underlying them:

e Institutions are the framework within which individuals behave. Political
institutions not only constrain what individuals do, but also what they
think is possible to do. As we have seen, actors in a system tend to take its
basic structure and rules for granted - as given - and organise their behav-
iour accordingly.

e Institutions are the products of past political battles in which winners
tend to create particular forms of organisation that work in their own
interests, although they may be quite unconscious of this. Constitutions
embody the outcomes of past political struggles over how the game of pol-
itics is to be played, and by whom.

e Institutions have a degree of inertia built into them. Once established, they
will tend to persist, unless circumstances encourage attempts to change
them, and sometimes they may be so firmly rooted that this is difficult.

In short, institutions matter. They are political actors in their own right. They
are partly the products of the society in which they are embedded, but they
also help to shape society and its politics. It has therefore been argued that
political science should ‘bring the state back in’ by combining a concern with
the major institutions of a political system (not just constitutions) with an
understanding of their historical development. The idea of ‘constitutional
engineering’ is based on the premise that institutions are important and that
whether it concerns reforming an existing constitution or designing a new
one from scratch, getting the right mix of institutions for a society is impor-
tant for its democratic stability and quality.

However, this is all very general, and what we need now is some examples
of how institutions work in order to put some flesh on the bones of the gen-
eral theory.

The mobilisation of bias

The idea that institutions matter was caught (some time before the ‘new insti-
tutionalism’) by the American political scientist E. E. Schattschneider (1892-
1971) in the phrase ‘organisation is the mobilisation of bias’. This means that
all organisations (institutions are one kind) have a built-in capacity to do some
things better than others, which may well serve some interests better than



others. Politics, therefore, is the organisation of bias in the sense that some
issues are organised into politics, while others are organised out.

In some countries, second chambers are used to give membership of the
upper house to geographical areas or to occupational groups. This means that
some interests will find it easier to gain access to the highest levels of gov-
ernment than in a unicameral system. And since upper chambers tend to be
conservative bodies (this is one justification for their existence), there is a
tendency for bicameral systems, especially strong bicameral ones, to have a
conservative veto-power built into them.

Institutional influence, rules and inertia
In an important article published in 1984 in the American Political Science Review,
James G. March and Johan P. Olsen argued that institutions were basically a col-
lection of inter-related rules and routines that defined how the members of an
institution saw it and their own role within it. These routines included stock
responses to problems that were automatically used before trying anything
else. How people behaved within the institution, therefore, was determined
by institutional rules and routines that defined what was appropriate action in
the circumstances. Legislative assemblies, especially old ones steeped in trad-
ition, for example, have their own rules and ways of doing things. New mem-
bers must learn and accept their customs to have a successful political career.
The economist Douglass North has spent much of his life exploring the
ways in which economic institutions, once created, can have long-term effects
on the content and impact of economic policy. The political scientist Peter
Hall also shows that institutions come to absorb and embody a set of policy
ideas, such as Keynesian economic theories, that have a long life because they
become institutionalised in particular structures which gives them a life of
their own. To understand the policy choices made now, we have to under-
stand institutional histories and the ideas they stand for. The political scien-
tist Arend Lijphart has investigated the relationship between different types
of government institutions and political policies, something we will come
back to later in this book (see chapter 7).

Marxist structural theory

An early form of institutional and structural analysis was Karl Marx’s
(1818-83) account of the capitalist state which, he said, was simply a device
that enabled capitalists to stay in power and exploit the workers. As he put it
in the Communist Manifesto (1848), ‘the executive of the modern state’ is ‘but
a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’.
According to Marx, capitalists create and use the institutions of the state for
their own purposes: the police and the courts to protect capitalist property;
schools, universities and established religion to indoctrinate people into a
state of ‘false consciousness’ in which they cannot even recognise their own
best interests; parliament to give an illusion of democracy; and the military

Constitutions
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to protect the empire as a source of profit. Marx thus employs a structural-
historical approach that focuses not on the behaviour of individuals who hap-
pen to be capitalists or workers, but on the workings of the whole system and
its historical development. He implies that capitalists are not to be blamed for
their exploitation of the workers; they are simply following the logic of the
situation they find themselves in.

Governance

The most recent form of institutional theory
revolves around the concept of governance.
Although the term ‘governance’ can mean rather
different things to different people, its core idea
is that government no longer revolves around a few institutions of the central
state, but consists of a much wider and looser network of organisations and insti-
tutions, some private, some public and some a partnership of the public and pri-
vate. If government is about ‘top-down’, hierarchical power relations organised
by public institutions, and if politics is about ‘bottom-up’ participation of individ-
uals and groups, then governance is about bringing these two together by coor-
dinating the activity of the large number of institutions, groups, individuals and
organisations in the public and private sector. Government is no longer about
a narrow range of organisations and institutions but about trying to give shape
and direction to the complex multi-level activities of multifarious public and pri-
vate political actors. In short, governance focuses not on a few institutions of the
central state but on a wide variety of institutions, organisations and associations
that blur the dividing line between government and the wider society.

Governance The act of governing; that is,
the total set of government's activities in each
phase of the policy making process.

® What have we learned?

This chapter has dealt with how the institutions in a state are configured in
its constitution. It argues that:

e Constitutions are a codified set of entrenched and fundamental laws (laws
that determine the procedures to be followed in making other laws) that
allocate powers between the main offices and institutions of the state.

e Democratic constitutions establish the rule of law and create limited gov-
ernment that is accountable and responsive to the will of its citizens.

e The best way of doing this is by dividing power between different offices
and bodies, so that each acts as a check on the other and has its power
balanced against that of the others.

¢ In most democracies, power is divided between three branches of govern-
ment - the executive, legislative and judiciary, each of which checks and
balances the others. All democratic governments follow this principle to
a greater or lesser extent, but presidential and parliamentary, unicameral
and bicameral, general courts and special constitutional courts, and fed-
eral and unitary forms of government do it in different ways.
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m Lessons of comparison

Democratic constitutions come in a great many shapes and forms with
many different institutions and many variations on their themes. All these
forms can be democratic, and a comparison of them shows that there is
no single route to democracy but different pathways arriving at roughly
the same place.

Different institutions have different combinations of strengths and weak-
nesses. Each do some things well, other things less well, and each differs
in its strengths and weakness. None is perfect, so choosing this or that
institution is a matter of trading off between a package of ‘goods’ and a
package of ‘not so goods’.

Political systems rarely operate in the precise manner outlined by their for-
mal constitutions, but most democracies operate roughly as the formal con-
stitution requires. To a greater or lesser extent they all operate a system of
division of powers, with checks and balances between the executive, legis-
lative and judicial branches of government, all provide a more or less free
and fair electoral system, all have a set of institutions that ensure a greater
or lesser degree of accountability of the government to its citizens.
Institutions have a life of their own, and they have an independent effect
on society from that of politics. Among other things, they influence and
shape the behaviour of individuals within them, a fact recognised by ‘insti-
tutional’ theories of politics.

The study of failed constitutions shows that a democratic constitution on
its own, no matter how well framed, is not enough. Constitutions are like
fortresses; they must be well designed and well manned.

Assume you are a consultant brought in to advise on the creation of
a constitution for Iraq or Afghanistan. Would you recommend:

1. A unicameral or bicameral legislature?

2. A federal or unitary system?

3. A special constitutional court?

4. An ombudsman/ombudsmen?

Explain the reasons for your decisions.

How can institutions be political actors in their own right that
constrain what people do? How can they shape what people think
they can do?

If the French President visits The Netherlands, the Dutch Queen would
normally welcome him, but the French Prime Minister will normally
be welcomed by the Dutch Prime Minister. How do you explain this?
Who would you invite to a meeting of ‘heads of government’ of EU
member-states if the meeting was held in your country?

Constitutions
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5 Presidential and parliamentary
government

We have seen in chapter 4 that each democratic constitution has its own
particular and special features, and that each combines them in a different
way. This might produce a severe problem for comparative politics, for if
every system was unique then all we could do would be to describe them
in bewildering and endless detail. Fortunately for students of comparative
politics, this is not the case. The great majority of democracies combine their
three branches of government in one of three general ways - most of them
fall fairly neatly into presidential or parliamentary or semi-presidential sys-
tems. Of course, each particular democracy retains its own special features,
but most nonetheless conform to one of the three general types, and can be
classified accordingly.

The first task of this chapter is to map out the three systems and the
main differences between them. Since each has its own strengths and weak-
nesses, the second task is to consider their respective merits and deficien-
cies. Third, since constitutions do not exist in a societal vacuum, the next
job is to try to sort out the form of government best suited to each kind of
social and historical circumstances. Some forms of government are more
likely to work better in certain conditions than others, and it is also pos-
sible that countries might do well to shift from one form to another as they
develop over time.
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Presidential systems A directly elected
executive, with a limited term of office and a
general responsibility for the affairs of state.

Directly elected Election by the electorate at
large (popular election) rather than an electoral
college, the legislature, or another body.

92

The five major topics in this chapter are:

e Presidential systems

e Parliamentary systems

e Semi-presidential systems

e Presidential, parliamentary and semi-presidential systems compared

e Theories of parliamentary, presidential and semi-presidential government.

m Presidential systems

A great many presidential systems are modelled
on the USA, and they reproduce many features
of the American system, though not in every
detail (see fact file 5.1). The main point about a
presidential system is that its president is
directly elected and his or her executive power
is balanced by a legislature that is independent
of the president because it, too, is popularly
elected. The president, alone among all the officials of state, has general
responsibility for public affairs. He or she may appoint ministers or cabinet
members, but they are responsible only for their own department business,
and they are accountable to the president, not the legislature. To ensure a
real separation of powers (see chapter 4) neither the president nor members
of the cabinet can be members of the legislature.
Presidential government is marked by four main features:

1. Head of state and government Presidents perform the ceremonial duties of
head of state and are also in charge of the executive branch of govern-
ment: they are usually chief of the armed forces and head of the national
civil service, and responsible for both foreign policy and for initiating
domestic legislation.

2. The execution of policy Presidents appoint cabinets to advise them and run
the main state bureaucracies.

3. Dependence on the legislative branch Presidents initiate legislation but depend
on the legislature to pass it into law.

4. Fixed tenure Presidents are directly elected for a fixed term and are nor-
mally secure in office unless, in exceptional circumstances, they are
removed from it by the legislature.

The separation of executive and legislative, each with its independent author-
ity derived from popular election, is a deliberate part of the system of checks
and balances (see chapter 4). In theory both have powers and are independent
of each other, but in practice presidents and assemblies usually have to share
power. They must cooperate to get things done, and the result is not so much



Presidential and parliamentary government

Fact file 5.1

Presidential and parliamentary systems

m Presidential systems

e Influenced by the USA, many Central and South American democracies have presidential
governments — Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Mexico,
Peru and Uruguay.

e Most democracies in Africa are presidential including Benin, Botswana, Ghana, Namibia and
South Africa.

e Presidential government is often found in the newly established democracies of the ‘third wave’
(see chapter 3), including Argentina, Croatia, the Philippines, South Korea and Taiwan.

e Switzerland is unique. It has a collective presidency formed by the seven members of the Federal
Council (Bundesrat), one being selected to be the formal president each year.

e Most democratic presidents are restricted to one or two terms of office, a few to three and most
set a minimum age for candidates that is higher than for other offices in order to get more experi-
enced candidates.

m Parliamentary systems

e There are currently fifty-six parliamentary systems in the world, including thirty-one constitutional
monarchies and twenty-five established democracies.

e Parliamentary systems are most common in the older democracies of western Europe (includ-
ing Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Ireland, The Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and the UK), and half
of them are in British Commonwealth countries, including Australia, Botswana (where the Prime
Minister is confusingly called the President), Canada, India and New Zealand.

e Israel is unusual in having a directly elected prime minister who, unlike a president, can be
removed from office by the parliament, thus precipitating an election for both the prime minister
and parliament.

e In contrast to presidential systems, the prime ministers or chancellors of parliamentary systems
do not have limited terms of office, and in recent decades some of them have had successive
election victories and have held on to power for a long time — Gonzales (Spain), Kohl (Germany),
Menzies, Fraser and Hawke (Australia), Mitterrand (France), Thatcher (UK) and Trudeau and
Mulroney (Canada).

o Alarge proportion of parliamentary democracies are smaller states (India is an exception) and
many are small island democracies.

e Of the newly democratised countries of central and east Europe, Croatia, Bulgaria, Hungary, Latvia
and Slovakia are fully parliamentary.

a separation of powers as a complex mix of them, consisting of a separation
of institutions but a mix of powers in the daily give-and-take of their political
relations.

Costa Rica is typical of the separation of powers in presidential systems.
Its constitution provides for independent executive, legislative and judicial
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branches of government, with a clear division of offices and powers that
check and balance one another. For example:

e The executive branch (president, vice-presidents and ministers in the
Government Council) has the power to tax and spend according to law, but
the legislative branch (the Legislative Assembly) has the power to amend
the president’s budget, and appoints a Comptroller General to check pub-
lic expenditure and prevent overspending.

e The president has the duty to maintain order and tranquility in the nation
and to safeguard public liberties, but the Assembly has the power to sus-
pend (provided it has a two-thirds majority) individual rights if it believes
there is a public need to do so.

e The president has the power to enter into agreements, public treaties and
accords, and to enact and execute them according to the constitution, but
the Assembly has the right to approve or disapprove international conven-
tions, public treaties and concordats.

e The Legislative Assembly appoints members of the Supreme Court, which
has used its right to enforce constitutional checks on presidential power.

e The Legislative Assembly appoints a powerful and independent Special
Electoral Tribunal to oversee elections and ensure their free and fair
conduct.

This division of powers has an important effect on the way that presidents
work, because ultimately they are dependent on their legislatures. It is said,
for example, that the American president has little power over Congress other
than the power of persuasion. Some in the White House have found this inad-
equate, for the purposes of government. If Congress and the president are
of a different political mind they may fight each other and get little done.
One image likens the president, the House and the Senate to participants in
a three-legged race - difficult to move along unless they move together, and
easy to fall over if they pull in different directions. The problem is heightened
if the presidency is controlled by one political party, and one or both houses
of parliament by another. If, on top of this, the president is weak and the par-
ties poorly co-ordinated or split, the majority party may be unable to pass its
legislation. The result is that apparently powerful presidents are sometimes
immobilised by elected assemblies.

For this reason, many presidential systems have failed the test of demo-
cratic stability and some experts believe that they do not make for effective
government. The USA may be the only successful example, although Costa
Rica has successfully maintained its presidential system since 1949.

m Parliamentary systems

In parliamentary systems the executive is not directly elected but usually
emerges or is drawn from the elected legislature (the parliament or assembly)
and, unlike a directly elected president, is often an integral part of it (see fact
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file 5.1). This form of parliamentary executive usually consists of a prime min-
ister (sometimes called chancellor or premier)
and a cabinet or a council of ministers. The cab-
inet or council is the collective executive body. . o
. (2) fused executive and legislative institutions,

Usually the leaders of the largest party in the (3) a collective executive that emerges from
assembly, or the governing coalition within it,  he legislature and is responsible to it and
take the executive offices. Unlike presidents, (4) a separation of head of state and head of
who are the only officials with general responsi- government.
bilities for government affairs, parliamentary
executives are supposed to share responsibilities among their members. This
means that the cabinet, including the prime minister, is jointly responsible
for all the actions of government, and the prime minister, therefore, is only
primus inter pares (first among equals). In fact, prime ministers in many coun-
tries have acquired more power than this, as we shall see.

Whereas the executive and legislative branches in presidential systems are
separated, this is not so clearly the case in parliamentary systems where:

Parliamentary systems These have
(1) a directly elected legislative body,

1. The leader of the party or coalition of parties with most support in parlia-
ment becomes the prime minister or chancellor.

2. The prime minister or chancellor forms a cabinet usually chosen
from members of parliament, and the cabinet then forms the core of
government.

3. The government is dependent upon the support of parliament, which
may remove the executive from power with a vote of no confidence. The
executive (government) is also dependent upon the legislature (parlia-
ment), because the latter can reject, accept, or amend legislation initiated
by the government. Equally, the executive can dissolve the legislature
and call an election.

This means that the executive in a parliamentary system is directly depend-
ent on, and accountable to, the legislature (i.e. the parliament), which can
veto legislation with a majority vote, and bring
down the executive with a vote of no confidence.
Since the executive has collective responsibility
for government (unlike a president), it must
stick together because public disagreement
within the cabinet or council on a major political matter will almost certainly
result in its being seriously weakened. The prime minister and the cabinet
must be closely bound together by mutual dependence and ‘collegiality’ if
they are to have a chance of remaining in office. The prime minister appoints
cabinet members and can sack them, but to remain in power the prime min-
ister must also retain the confidence of the cabinet.

Presidential systems are usually modelled on the USA and often found in
Latin America, while parliamentary systems are often modelled on the British
system, and are widely found in the British Commonwealth, but also in west-
ern Europe (see fact file 5.1). While, in theory, presidential and parliamentary

Collective responsibility The principle that
decisions and policies of the cabinet or council
are binding on all members who must support
them in public.
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Semi-presidential Government consists of
a directly elected president, who is accountable

systems operate in very different ways, in practice they tend to converge.
Both depend on a close working relationship between executive and legis-
lature. Although the power of a president is formally greater than that of a
prime minister, in practice prime ministers in the modern world are said to
be accumulating power so that they become more and more ‘presidential’.
For example, British prime ministers and German chancellors seem to have
become progressively more powerful in the late twentieth century.

One of the advantages of parliamentary over presidential systems is said
to be that the former produce strong and stable government by virtue of
the fusion of executive and legislature. This has generally been the case in
Australia, Britain, Canada, Denmark and Japan. But just as presidential sys-
tems are sometimes weak, divided or deadlocked, so also are some parlia-
mentary systems - in Italy and in the French Fourth Republic (1946-58). The
difference between stable and unstable parliamentary systems seems to lie
less in their constitutional arrangements than in their party systems. Where
there is a strong, stable and disciplined party majority (either a single party
or a coalition) the result is often strong and stable government, because the
executive can usually depend on majority support in the legislature. Where
parties are fragmented, factious and volatile, or where majorities are small
and uncertain, the parliamentary system is likely to be weak and unstable.
This directs attention from constitutional arrangements to the role of polit-
ical parties, a theme we will revisit again, especially in chapter 13.

® Semi-presidential systems

The French Fourth Republic suffered from
chronic instability caused by party fragmenta-

to the electorate, and a prime minister, who is tion and deadlock in the assembly, running

appointed by the president from the elected through twenty-seven governments in thirteen
legislature and accountable to it. The president  years. To overcome this problem the French Fifth
and prime minister share executive power. Republic (1958-) created a semi-presidential
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system with a strong, directly elected president
with substantial powers to act as a stable centre for government. The presi-
dent was given powers to:

e appoint the prime minister from the elected assembly, and to dismiss
him.

e dissolve parliament and call a referendum.

e call an emergency and substantial powers to deal with it.

The prime minister, in turn, appoints a cabinet from the assembly (the
president may do this if he is from the same party as the prime minister)
which is then accountable to the assembly. In this way, the French system of
semi-presidential government combines the strong president of a presiden-
tial system with a prime minister and the fused executive and legislative of
parliamentary systems (see fact file 5.2).
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Fact file 5.2

Semi-presidentialism

e Relatively few countries have a semi-presidential form of government, and only Finland,
France and Portugal have maintained one for more than a quarter of a century. Finland's semi-
presidentialism has moved towards a parliamentary system.

e Among the new democracies the Czech Republic, Estonia, Lithuania and Slovenia have chosen
the system, but there has been a tendency in the Czech Republic, Poland and Romania for the
presidential office to be converted into a more prime ministerial one.

e Israel has a hybrid presidential—parliamentary system of government, including the semi-
presidential characteristic of a directly elected prime minister.

This system worked smoothly in the early years of the Fifth Republic when
the president (de Gaulle) and the prime minister (Debré) were from the same
political party. During this time the president was the dominant force. To the
surprise of many, the system continued to work well later when the presi-
dent (Mitterrand) and the prime minister (Chirac) came from different par-
ties - what the French call ‘cohabitation’. In this period, the balance of power
tended to swing in favour of the prime minister.

Semi-presidentialism is found in relatively few democracies (Finland,
France and Portugal) but it has been adopted by some of the new democra-
cies of central Europe (the Czech Republic, Estonia, Lithuania, Poland and
Slovenia), which have tried to blend parliamentary systems with a compara-
tively strong, directly elected president. The attraction of an elected presi-
dent in the ex-communist democracies is to have a single strong public
figure who can act as (1) a focus of national feeling, important in a newly
independent state that needs a strong central figure and (2) as the centre of
executive power to help overcome extreme party fragmentation in the new
legislatures.

There are indications of a tendency to move away from semi-presidential-
ism in some countries as political conditions change. In Finland, there have
been attempts to reduce the power of the president. The central European
states are still feeling their way, and if they develop strong party systems
and consolidate their national identity, they may well move from a semi-
presidential to more purely parliamentary forms of government.

m Presidential, parliamentary and
semi-presidential systems compared

We are now in a position to compare all three types of government. The
main points of comparison are laid out in briefing 5.1. It is clear that there
are things to be said both for and against all three as forms of democratic
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Briefing 5.1

The three major forms of democratic government: main features

Presidential

98

Citizens directly elect
the executive for a
fixed term

Except for a few joint
presidencies, the presi-
dent alone has execu-
tive power

The presidency is the
only office of state
with a general respon-
sibility for the affairs
of state

The president shares
power with a separ-
ate and independently
elected legislature

Neither can remove
the other (except in
special circumstances
such as impeachment)

The president is
directly elected and
therefore directly
accountable to the
people

Examples: USA, many
states in Central and
South America

Parliamentary

The executive emerges from
a directly elected legislature
and is an integral part of it

The cabinet shares execu-
tive power and must reach
compromises to maintain
unity

The executive is a collegial
body (cabinet or council

of ministers) that shares
responsibility, though the
prime minister, premier or
chancellor may be much
more than primus inter pares

The office of the prime
minister/premier/chancel-
lor is usually separate from
the head of state (whether
monarch or president)

The prime minister and cab-
inet can dissolve parliament
and call an election, but the
prime minister and cabinet
can be removed from office
by a parliamentary vote of
‘no confidence’

The prime minister and
cabinet are responsible to
parliament

Most stable democracies
are parliamentary systems —
Australia, Austria, Belgium,

Semi-presidential

Executive power is shared
between a president
(directly elected) and a
prime minister who is
appointed or directly elected

The prime minister
appoints a cabinet, usually
from the ruling party or
coalition in the assembly

The president often
appoints the prime min-
ister and has general
responsibility for state
affairs, especially foreign
affairs

The president often

has emergency powers,
including the dissolution
of parliament

The prime minister and
cabinet often have special
responsibility for domestic
and day-to-day affairs of
state

The president is dir-

ectly elected and directly
accountable to the people;
the prime minister is
responsible either to the
president or to parliament

Examples: Finland (until
1991), France and many
post-communist states,
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(Colombia, Costa Rica, Canada, Denmark, Germany, including Belarus, Poland,
Dominican Republic, Greece, Iceland, India, Ireland, Russia and Ukraine
Ecuador, Venezuela), Israel, Italy, Japan, The

Cyprus, the Philippines, Netherlands, Norway, Spain,

and South Korea Sweden, Switzerland, UK

government, but it is also clear that all three can work as effective demo-
cratic structures. Whether all three work equally well in countries with
different social conditions and political histories is a different matter. One
view is that presidential systems can be weak and ineffective, and run into
problems of executive-legislative deadlock, leading to attempts to break
through the problem by a ‘strong man’ who promises decisive and effective
government. Not many countries have managed the presidential system as
well as the USA.

At the same time, semi-presidential systems also have their problems.
They can produce deadlock between presidents and prime ministers, lead-
ing to weak and ineffective government. Not many countries seem to be
able to handle the problems of ‘cohabitation’ as well as France. Some par-
liamentary systems have also produced weak, divided and unstable gov-
ernment, while others have tended towards an over-concentration of
power (see controversy 5.1). It is clear that we should look more closely
at the arguments about parliamentary, presidential and semi-presidential
government.

m Theories of parliamentary, presidential and
semi-presidential government

At the heart of debates about the three types of government lies one of the
fundamental problems of any democracy: how can a political system balance
the need for accountability to citizens and protection of their basic rights
against the need for government that is strong enough to be effective? Too
much government power means too little democracy, but too little govern-
ment power means too little government. How do our three systems measure
up to this dilemma?

At the outset, we have the problem of evaluating semi-presidential systems:
there are too few of them, and only two examples in established democracies
(France and Finland, which has moved towards a parliamentary system). Many
of the new democracies of central and eastern Europe are semi-presidential,
but these are rather special cases and some seem to be transforming them-
selves into parliamentary systems. Only time will tell whether they remain
semi-presidential or for how long, and we have to set them aside for the time
being at least.

99



FOUNDATIONS OF COMPARATIVE POLITICS

CONTROVERSY 5.1

Presidential, parliamentary or semi-presidential government?

Presidential

For

The USA is a model

Separation of the executive
and legislative institutions

of government according to
classical democratic theory

Direct election of the presi-
dent means direct account-
ability of the president to the
people

Against
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Conflict between execu-
tive and legislation may be
chronic, leading to deadlock
and immobilism

Weak and ineffective presi-
dents have sometimes tried
to make their office much
stronger

Few presidential systems
have survived long

Parliamentary

Most of the world's stable
democracies are parlia-
mentary systems

Fusion of executive and
legislative can create
strong and effective
government

Direct chain of account-
ability from voters to
parliament to cabinet to
prime minister

The fusion of the executive
and legislative, and a large
legislative majority, com-
bined with tight party discip-
line, can produce leaders
with too much power

Parliamentary systems
without a legislative
majority can be weak and
unstable

Semi-presidential

In theory combines the
best of presidential and
parliamentary government

The president can be a
symbol of the nation, and

a focus of national unity,
while the prime minister
can run the day-to-day busi-
ness of the government

Conflict and power
struggles between prime
minister and cabinet, and
between prime minister
and president are not
unusual

Confusion of accountabil-
ity between president and
prime minister

A leading writer on the relative merits of presidential and parliamentary
systems is Juan Linz (1926-). He claims that presidentialism entails a paradox.
On the one hand presidents are strong because they are directly elected and
have popular support. They can rise above the petty in-fighting of parties and
factions and speak for their country and its people. The president is also a
single person who takes all the power of the presidential office. On the other
hand, presidents are normally bound by all sorts of constitutional provisions
that limit their power: they must have legislative support for actions, deci-
sions and appointments; they have to deal with the independence of the
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Briefing 5.2

The perils of presidential government
The outgoing president in 1952, Harry S. Truman, is said to have commented about his succes-
sor in the White House, the Second World War General, Dwight (‘lke”) D. Eisenhower:

He'll sit here, and he'll say, ‘Do this! Do that!" And nothing will happen. Poor lke — it won't be a bit like the
Army. He'll find it very frustrating.

(Richard E. Neustadt, Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents:

The Politics of Leadership, New York: Free Press, 1960: 9)

courts; and they sometimes face a highly fragmented, undisciplined and inef-
fective party system that makes it difficult to shape and implement a coher-
ent policy. Because presidents do not always have the support of the majority
in the assembly, they may be unable to imple-
ment their policies. In a word, presidentialism is
prone to immobilism (see briefing 5.2). In add-
ition, unlike parliamentary leaders, presidents
have a fixed term of office, which means it can be difficult to remove an
unpopular president, but also means a sharp break in policies when a new
one is elected.

According to Linz, parliamentary systems are more conducive to stable
democracy. They are more flexible and adaptable because they do not impose
the discontinuities of fixed terms of presidential office. Since the political
executive is rooted in the majority party of the assembly, or in a coalition of
parties, it is based on compromise and bargaining within or between parties.
And since parliamentary executives are not limited to one or two terms in
office, they can maintain a degree of continuity - the party leader may be
replaced but the party or coalition may continue in power.

How does the theoretical argument about the superiority of parliamentary
over presidential government measure up to the empirical evidence? At first
sight, the evidence is compelling. The USA is the only example of long-lived
democratic presidentialism, unless we also count Costa Rica, and there are a
few notable failures - Argentina, Brazil and Chile. At the same time, a high
proportion of western European democracies are parliamentary, as are many
of the stable democracies of the British Commonwealth. It is estimated that of
forty-three stable democracies in the world existing between 1979 and 1989,
thirty-six were parliamentary, five presidential and two semi-presidential.

A second look at the evidence, however, suggests a more favourable evalu-
ation of presidential government. First, while it is true that many presiden-
tial systems have failed, many of these are in Latin America, which raises
the question of whether the explanation lies in inherent institutional design
faults, or in the economic problems, lack of democratic traditions and frag-
mented parties of the countries which adopted the system in the first place.
Would parliamentary government have worked any better in these countries?

Immobilism The state of being unable to
move (immobilised) or unable to take deci-
sions or implement policies.
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It is impossible to know, but it is important to note that parliamentary sys-
tems failed in Greece and Turkey, and did not perform at all well in France
and Italy.

There are also different sub-types of presidential government, some giving
the office great powers and others limiting them. Similarly, some presidents
operate within a cohesive and well-organised party system. It may be that
presidents with strong party support in the main legislative body have a bet-
ter chance of producing stable democracy than presidents with weak party
support.

® What have we learned?

This chapter has dealt with the three main branches of democratic govern-
ment and the way in which they can be combined. It shows that:

¢ Inspite of great constitutional variety, democratic states fallinto one of three
general categories - presidential, parliamentary and semi-presidential.

e Presidents are directly elected for a fixed term of office. The main examples
are found in the USA, Latin America and Africa.

e In parliamentary systems the political executive (chancellor, premier, or
prime minister and the cabinet or council of ministers) is not directly
elected but emerges from the majority party or ruling coalition in the
assembly. The executive continues in office as long as it has the support of
the assembly, so there is no fixed term of office. Parliamentary systems are
found mainly in western Europe and the stable democracies of the British
Commonwealth.

e The semi-presidential system is a hybrid of the other two types, consisting
of a directly elected president and a prime minister who appoints a cab-
inet from the assembly. There are not many semi-presidential systems in
the world, and the best known is in France.

e Most stable democracies in the world are parliamentary. Relatively few are
presidential or semi-presidential.

® The lessons of comparison

e There is no single best formula for a stable democracy. Each of the three
main systems has its advantages and disadvantages.

e Different systems may be suited to different national circumstances and
the same country may change its system as it develops. The best system
for any given country at any given time may depend on its particular his-
torical, social and economic circumstances.

e The semi-presidential system seems to be well suited to the circumstances
of the new democracies of central Europe, but this may change as they
develop.
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e Comparing presidential and parliamentary systems around the world sug-
gests that it may not be the basic principles of presidentialism that tend
to create unstable democracies so much as a history of authoritarianism
in the countries that have adopted the presidential form and their weak
party systems. It may be that presidents with strong and organised party
support can sustain stable democracy.

1. Assume you are a consultant brought in to advise a newly
independent state that wishes to set up a democratic constitution.
Would you recommend (a) a presidential, (b) a semi-presidential or (c)
a parliamentary system? Explain the reasons for your decisions.

2. Why is there no single best institutional design for democracy?

3. How could we decide, using the comparative method, whether it is
the basic design of presidential government or the weakness of party
systems that causes democratic instability?

Further reading

A. Lijphart (ed.), Parliamentary versus Presidential Government, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992.

The best collection of work on parliaments and presidents.

J- Linz and A. Valenzuela (eds.), The Failure of Presidential Democracyl, Baltimore,
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994.
A critical commentary on presidential government.

S. Mainwaring and M. S. Shugart (eds.), Presidentialism and Democracy in Latin
America, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.
A defence of some forms of presidentialism.

R. Elgie (ed.), Semi-Presidentialism in Europe, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.
Up-to-date accounts of the three forms of government.

A. Siaroff, ‘Comparative presidencies: the inadequacy of the presidential,
semi-presidential and parliamentary distinction’, European Journal of Political
Research, 42(3), 2003: 287-312.

Discusses the inadequancies of the three forms of government and presents
a different typology.

Websites

http://lencyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/presidential%20system
Basic introduction to the presidential system with links to related topics.
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http://encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/Parliamentarism

Basic introduction to parliamentarism with links to related topics.

www.oup.co.uk/pdf]0-19-829386-0.pdf

Introduction to semi-presidentialism

www.ipu.org

The Inter-Parliamentary Union’s website with information on parliaments in
the world.
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6 Multi-level government:
international, national and
sub-national

Government in all but the smallest countries is organised like a set of ‘Chinese
boxes’, or ‘Russian dolls’, one unit of government tucked inside another. The
smallest units of community or neighbourhood government fit into local
government:

e which (in federal systems) is contained by state/regional/provincial
government

e which is part of the national system of government

e which is a member of various organisations of international government.

For example, a resident of Wilmersdorf-Charlottenburg lives in one of the
twelve Bezirke (boroughs) that form the City of Berlin:

e which is one of the sixteen Ldnder (states) that make up the Federal
Republic of Germany

e which is one of the member states of the EU in Europe, of NATO in Europe
and North America and of the UN across the entire globe.

Government is organised on different geographical levels in this way because
no single centre could possibly do everything itself. It must be divided, not
only into different branches at the national level (executive, legislative, judi-
ciary) but also into smaller territorial units of local administration and policy
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making at the sub-national level. Nor can countries manage their affairs
entirely on their own; even the largest and most powerful must deal with
other countries to solve international problems of security, diplomacy, the
environment and trade.

Dividing government into geographical layers in this way makes sense, but
it also creates questions of its own:

e What should be centralised and what decentralised to lower levels of
government?

e How do we ensure that the resulting system is as efficient and as demo-
cratic as possible?

We touched briefly on this topic in chapter 4 when we discussed unitary and
federal states, but the topic of multi-level government is so important that we
will return to it now in greater depth.

There are usually three main layers of government within a country:

1. National, central, or federal government
A middle or meso-level that is variously called state, provincial, regional,
or county government

3. Local or municipal government, which may cover anything from quite
small areas to large metropolitan cities or regions.

Often there is a fourth and lowest tier of government for local communities
and neighbourhoods, but it is rarely of very great significance and will not be
discussed here. Layers of government below the national level are collectively
referred to as ‘sub-national’ or ‘non-central’ government. In addition, there
are many kinds of international and supranational organisations that have
an important impact on the way that national and sub-national governments
conduct their business, all the more so in an increasingly globalised world.

This chapter, therefore, discusses the multiple layering of government. It
starts at the international level and works down to the most local level of sub-
national government, as follows:

e Supra-national and international government

e The national level: federal and unitary states

¢ The inter-play of multi-level government

e The arguments for and against centralisation and decentralisation
e Theories of multi-level government.

Before starting into the chapter, however, we must clear up one possible source
of confusion about the word ‘state’, which has three possible meanings. It can
refer to the whole apparatus of the government, as in the phrase ‘the state
apparatus’, which refers to all branches and all levels of government. It can
also refer to the national or central government of a country, as in the phrase
‘the central state’. And third, in federal systems it can refer to the level of
government below the central government, where the federal government is
nation-wide, and states are sub-divisions of the federal territory, as in the state
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of California, or the state of North Rhine-Westphalia in Germany. Sometimes
the meaning of the word is only clear from its context - as in ‘state and local
government’ (middle and local levels), ‘the Japanese state’ (Japanese govern-
ment), ‘the Indian states’ (regional units), and ‘the federal states of the world’
(federal systems).

® Supra-national and international
government

Government above the national level is, for the most part, a matter of coop-
eration between countries that keep their national sovereignty, but neverthe-
less set up organisations to deal with problems that spread across national
boundaries. We could not, for example, organise international flights without
international air traffic control. International cooperation between govern-
ments of this kind is replete with an ‘alphabet soup’ of inter-governmental
organisations (IGOs), including the UN, NATO, the IMF, the ILO, the OECD,
OPEC, Interpol, GATT, the IBRD, the NAFTA, the OAU, the WTO. These are
all agencies of government that are created by international agreements
between countries, but they are not the same as governments or states. They
are forms of confederation, so our first job is to distinguish confederations
from their close cousins, the federations.

Confederations

The term ‘confederation’ is often confused with ‘federation’, because the
terms sound similar and have much in common.
Confederations are looser-knit than federations,
and are formed by other organisations that want
to cooperate with each other on a gererally spe-
cific matter, but that also want to preserve their
independent identity and not merge completely into a single, larger body.
Confederations do not encroach upon the sovereign autonomy of their mem-
bers who can leave the confederation when they please, whereas federations
are created by a pooling of sovereignty that binds their constituent units
together. Confederations range from powerful and cohesive organisations to
weak and loose-knit ones, but the great majority are weaker, less centralised
and less stable than federal states and all have a narrow range of functions
and duties (see fact file 6.1). The short-lived American Confederation Con-
gress (1781-89) that prefigured the USA’s federal system formed in 1789
highlights the main problem of such groupings - they are often too loose
and powerless to achieve much, and sometimes they fall apart.
Confederations are formed by all sorts of organisations for all sorts of pur-
poses, and they operate at all levels of the political system, from the most
local to the most global. Trade unions, for example, often form confederations

their own independence.

Confederations Organisations whose mem-
bers lend some powers to a body that man-
ages affairs of common interest, while retaining
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Fact file 6.1

Confederations

e Confederations include international organisations such as NATO, the UN and the United Arab
Emirates.

e One of the earliest confederations was the Swiss Confederacy, dating back to 1315 (some say
even to 1291).

e When the USSR (a federation) collapsed in 1989-90, the Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS, a confederation) was created in 1991 as an emergency measure to tie twelve of the former
Soviet Republics together.

e Many transnational confederations do not last long — the Czechoslovakian Confederation of the
early 1990s, the League of Nations, various Middle East confederations of Arab states; but some
have been successful — NATO, the UN and United Arab Emirates.

e The weakness of the confederal system of the USA lead to the creation of the Federal constitu-
tion of 1789.

Briefing 6.1

The Dominican Republic: membership of international organisations

The Dominican Republic is a member of 51 major international organisations, including the
Food and Agricultural Organisation, the Inter-American Development Bank, the International
Labor Organisation, the Inter-Parliamentary Union, the International Organisation for Migration,
the Permanent Court of Arbitration, the Rio Group, the United Nations, the Universal Postal
Union, the World Customs Organisation and the World Trade Organisation.

around their common interests, as do business associations, professional
organisations, churches and sports clubs. However, international confedera-
tions are particularly well suited to the needs of countries that want to retain
their independent identity and autonomy while cooperating with other coun-
tries on specific matters such as economic development, defence, environ-
mental policy or cultural affairs. The World Trade Organisation (WTO), the
World Bank (IBRD and IDA) and the European Space Agency (ESA) are exam-
ples of international government confederations. Briefing 6.1 lists just a few
of the international confederal organisations to which the government of the
Dominican Republic belongs.

Supra-national government goes one important step further than interna-
tional government. It involves the cooperation
of countries that are willing to pool sovereignty,
at least on certain matters, along federal lines.
Since the international system has long been
based upon sovereign nations (the Westphalian system outlined in chapter 1),
the creation of supra-national government is a rare thing. In fact, the European

Supra-national government Organisations
in which countries pool their sovereignty on
certain matters to allow joint decision making.
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Union is the first and, by far and away the most advanced experiment with
supra-national government in the world today.

The European Union: federation or confederation?

The European Union is a hybrid of confederal and federal features. Its federal
features are a Commission (a quasi-executive), a powerful European Court
(ECJ]) whose verdicts take precedence over national law and some pooling
of sovereignty on particular matters. Its confederal characteristics are an
unwillingness of member countries to surrender sovereignty on some mat-
ters of economic and social policy, a weak parliament and weak coordination
of foreign policy. Members can leave a confederation at any time (Greenland
left the EEC in 1985), but the deep integration of the EU along quasi-federal
lines makes this difficult. France withdrew its troops from NATO military
command (a confederal organisation) in 1966, but it would find it a great
deal more difficult to pull out of the EU or its currency, even if it wanted to
do so.

It remains to be seen whether the EU strengthens its federal or its confed-
eral nature. As things stand at the moment, however, its nearest equivalent is
the North American Free Trade Association (NAFTA), but its limited concern
with trade relations between the sovereign states of North America means
that it is not contemplating the deep integration of the member states of the
EU. NAFTA is unlikely to turn itself from an international body into a supra-
national one.

m The national level: federal and unitary states

At the national level, government is organised on either a federal or a unitary
basis. As we saw in chapter 4, federal systems contain middle-level territorial
units of government (states, provinces, regions) which have a guaranteed sta-
tus in the constitution that gives them a degree of independence and auton-
omy from the central government. In contrast,
sub-central units of government in unitary states
(chapter 4) are the creatures of central govern-
ment, which creates them and which can reform, restructure, or abolish
them without constitutional limitation. How central government changes
local government in a unitary system is a sensitive political issue, of course,
and there may be severe limitations to what it can do, but this is a political,
not a constitutional, matter.

Though they vary considerably in the degree to which power is concen-
trated, unitary governments are still more centralised than most federal sys-
tems. The advantage of federalism is that it combines a degree of national
government unity with a constitutionally entrenched degree of independ-
ence for lower levels of government, variously named states, regions, or prov-
inces. We can see this in figures 6.1 and 6.2 and table 6.1, which show that

Sub-central government All levels of gov-
ernment below central/national government.
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Figure 6.1: Share of total government expenditure: central and non-central
government, 1994, per cent

WCendl @O bh-cend |

Note: Central plus non-central plus social security spending = 100 per cent.
Source: OECD, Managing across Levels of Government (Paris: OECD, 1997: 35).

Figure 6.2: Share of total government receipts, 1994 per cent
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Note: Central plus non-central plus social security spending = 100 per cent.
Source: OECD, Managing across Levels of Government (Paris: OECD, 1997: 35).

sub-central units of government in federal systems usually account for a
greater proportion of public sector taxes, spending and employment, sug-
gesting greater decentralisation of service responsibilities to lower levels of
government.

Federal decentralisation is especially important in two situations - where a
country is large geographically, or where different social groups in the popu-
lation are concentrated in particular regions.
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Table 6.1 Share of public employment, late 1990s, per cent

New Zealand Central 90
Local 10
Ireland Central 87
Local 13
Portugal Central 86
Local 14
France Central 49
Sub-national 31
Health 21
UK Central 48
Local 52
Spain Central 47
Autonomous communities 31
Local 22
Austria Federal 45
Lander 28
Local 27
Denmark Central 27
Local 73
Finland Central 25
Local 75
Sweden Central 17
Regional 25
Local 58
Canada Federal 17
Provincial 44
Local 39
USA Federal 15
State 23
Local 61
Australia Commonwealth 15
State 73
Local 12
Germany Federal 12
Lander 51
Local 37

Source: OECD, Managing across Levels of Government (Paris: OECD, 1997)

Geographically large countries

Large territories may be better organised as federations in order to give far-
flung territories a degree of autonomy that reduces their dependence upon
a distant centre of government. One of the founding fathers of the American
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Political cleavage A political division created
when political organisations use social cleav-
ages for their own purposes to mobilise sup-
port. Social cleavages are often more important

constitution, Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826), said: ‘Our country is too large
to have all its affairs directed by a single government.” Many of the largest
countries in the world, in terms of area or population, or both, are federal
(see fact file 6.2).

Countries with markedly different geographical regions

Many federal states have multi-ethnic or multi-national populations that are
concentrated in different geographical areas (Belgium, Canada, India,
Switzerland and the USA). A country with deep
political cleavages of any kind, whether based
on language, ethnicity, religion, culture or his-
tory, may have severe problems with its unity,

politically if they coincide with regional divisions. and these problems will be compounded if the

Fact file 6.2

Federal states

cleavages coincide with geographical divisions.
For example, in Canada the French-speaking part of the population is concen-
trated in Quebec. Federalism makes it easier to hold diverse areas together
within a single country by giving regions a degree of control over their own
affairs. Belgium turned itself into a federal system in 1993 to prevent its three

Of the 193 states in the world, twenty-four are fully federal.

Federal states include Brazil, Canada (sometimes described as quasi-federal), India, Malaysia,
Mexico, Nigeria, Switzerland and the USA.

The first example of federalism in the western world was the Achaean League in ancient Greece
(251-146 BC). The first federal state in modern history was the Dutch Republic of the United
Provinces (1579-1795).

Modern federal states include some of the largest in the world — Brazil, Canada, India, Mexico
and the USA — and cover 40 per cent of the globe’s population and nearly half its land. But
Switzerland is also a federal state.

The number of states within federal systems varies. There are three regions in Belgium, six states
in Australia, twenty-six cantons in Switzerland, twenty-six states and a Federal District in Brazil,
and fifty states in the USA.

Belgium is a new federal state, being created in 1993 out of the three linguistic areas of Brussels,
Flanders and Wallonia.

No truly federal system has ever evolved into a unitary system, but there are many examples of
failed international federations (the West Indian Federation, 1962, the Central African Federation,
1963, the Malaysian Federation (Singapore left in 1965), the East African Federation, 1977 and
Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia, 1992).

Though technically a unitary state, Spain grants greater powers to its autonomous regions than
some federal nations give to their states.
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major regions (French-speaking Brussels, Dutch-speaking Flanders and
French-speaking Wallonia) from falling apart.

Federal systems all have a constitutionally recognised territorial division
of political powers, but there are different forms of federalism: some have
many units of sub-central government, others only a few (some names and
numbers are given in table 6.2); some reserve powerful functions for the cen-
tre (Canada, India), others give them to the states (Australia, Switzerland, the
USA); some specify carefully the functions and powers of each level of govern-
ment, others assume that powers and functions not specifically assigned to
one level will be the responsibility of the other. In some federal systems, the
upper legislative house is reserved for representatives of the states, regions or
provinces (the Bundesrat for the German Linder and the Senate for American
states), which gives them a powerful stake in national as well as regional and
local politics.

In theory, there is a distinction between ‘cooperative federalism’ and ‘dual
federalism’. In the cooperative type, federal and state government share pow-
ers and, consequently, are required to cooperate closely with one another
(Germany, Switzerland). In a dual system, there is supposed to be a clearer
separation of functions and powers (Australia, the USA), with each level of
government having its own sphere of competence. In practice, however, fed-
eralism of both kinds requires close and constant cooperation, negotiation
and bargaining between federal and state government. In theory, the USA
draws a line between the responsibilities of the federal government and the
states, but in practice they cooperate closely in many areas of domestic policy.
The metaphor of ‘the marble cake’ is often applied to the USA: a cake where
the layers are not divided by clear, straight lines, but mixed and melded in
a complex partnership of shared responsibilities. The key fact about any fed-
eral system, whether of the Swiss/German or Australian/US type, is not the
separation of powers, but cooperation, inter-governmental relations and
interdependence. The study of ‘inter-governmental relations’ and ‘fiscal fed-
eralism’ (the politics of shared taxing and spending powers) is important in

Table 6.2 Federal states: names and numbers of
regional units of government, 2000

Australia 6 states, 2 territories

Austria 9 Ldnder

Belgium 3 regions

Canada 10 provinces, 2 territories
Germany 16 Ldnder

India 25 states, 7 union territories
Mexico 31 states, 1 federal district
South Africa 9 provinces

Switzerland 20 cantons, 6 half-cantons
USA 50 states, 1 federal district
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federal systems because government is not so much layered as intertwined in
a way that makes it difficult to understand how it works in practice.

Federal systems usually have three main levels of government - national
government, local government and a middle level between them. To make
life complicated the main middle-level units are often called ‘states’. To dis-
tinguish ‘states’ in a federal system from central government the latter are
often called ‘federal’ or ‘national’ governments. Local government is normally
under the general oversight of the states, not the federal government. This
means that each state or province can determine its own system of local gov-
ernment, with the result that they can vary in a bewildering variety of ways.
The picture is often complicated further where large cities are given special
powers of their own. Some cities in the USA have ‘home rule charters’, which
give them a special degree of autonomy. In many countries (Brazil, Australia,
the USA, India, South Korea) the capital city is also treated as a special case.

Although federalism allows the degree of decentralisation and flexibility
that is necessary for large and mixed populations, there is often a price to be
paid for it. Inter-governmental relations between federal and state govern-
ment can be complicated and sensitive, and special arrangements and under-
standings have to be created to allow them to operate effectively. These can
be slow, complex and costly as different levels of government, each with its
own powers and duties, work out a common programme of action between
them. The growth of federal funding and regulation has often created a tan-
gled mass of complicated inter-governmental relations.

Unitary and federal systems in practice

We have drawn a clear distinction between unitary and federal systems so far,
but in practice there is less difference between them.

Quasi-federal features
In the first place, some unitary states have quasi-federal features such as a
degree of ‘home rule’ for special areas. These include the island of Aland
(Finland), Corsica (France), the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man (the UK),
and the Faroe Islands and Greenland (Denmark). Special status is not reserved
only for islands. Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales have long had their own
standing within the UK, as do the regions of Alto Adige and Val d’Aosta (as well
as the island of Sicily) in Italy. Spain is a unitary
state but it gives some regions (notably Catalonia
and the Basque Country) so much autonomy that
it might be called a semi-federal or regional sys-
tem. In other words, unitary states can be rather
variable and flexible, and not as highly centralised as they first seem (see fact
file 6.3). In a word, they also devolve power to lower levels of government.
Second, central and local government depend upon each other, even in the most
centralised of states, such as the UK and France. Just as central government in

Devolution Devolution occurs where higher
levels of government grant decision-making
powers to lower levels while maintaining their
constitutionally subordinate status.
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Fact file 6.3

Unitary states

Among the democracies of the world with a population of a million or more, forty-four are unitary
states, including most of the old and new democracies of western and central Europe, but also
Benin, Chile, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Ghana, Israel, Jamaica, Japan, Mali,
Mauritius, Namibia, New Zealand, Peru, South Africa, South Korea, Taiwan and Uruguay.

Unitary states are usually smaller than federal ones in terms of both population and territory.
Japan is the largest unitary state (population 127 million), and Switzerland the smallest federal
system (population 7 million).

Fused local government systems (sometimes called ‘Napoleonic systems") were found in their
clearest form in France, ltaly, Greece, Portugal and Turkey, though late twentieth-century reforms
have tended to reduce central government's direct control of local government.

Dual systems (sometimes referred to as the "Westminister model") of local government are found
in New Zealand, Ireland and the UK.

The local self-government model is found in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden.

Since the 1970s, Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Spain, Sweden and the UK have all cre-
ated or strengthened their middle or meso-layer of regional government. This has reduced the

difference between fused, dual and local self-government arrangements.

Paris relies upon the cooperation of local officials in the communes and départe-
ments, so local officials depend upon Paris for resources and support. Each has to
negotiate and cooperate with the other to some extent, as in federal systems.

Third, federal systems are tending towards greater centralisation. As coun-
tries become internally more integrated, and as they face the pressures of glo-
balisation, so federal governments have assumed greater control over some
national affairs. Some federal systems have become more centralised in an
attempt to reduce economic inequalities between regions, and in order to
implement national minimum standards of service provision. Because federal
government has greater financial resources it is increasingly funding local
services through grants and transfers of various kinds. In doing so, it is exer-
cising greater control over local policies and services.

Although there is a tendency for federal and unitary states to converge,
they still remain distinct. Figures 6.1 and 6.2 and table 6.1 show that central
government in unitary states usually accounts for a higher proportion of pub-
lic expenditure and employment than central government in federal states:
compare France, Ireland, New Zealand, Portugal and the UK at the top of
table 6.1 with Australia, Canada, Germany and the USA at the bottom.

Unitary, federal and confederal government compared

Having described the operations of federal, confederal, and unitary govern-
ment in theory and practice, we can now compare their advantages and
disadvantages. This is done in controversy 6.1. We can draw three general
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CONTROVERSY 6.1
Unitary, federal or confederal?
Unitary

For

Federal Confederal

Central government is clearly
accountable

A single centre of power that
permits coordinated and
decisive state action

Best suited to small states,
or homogeneous states with
similar regions

Can help national integra-
tion by focusing on national
politics

Facilitates the equalisation of
regional resources (through
national tax system, for
example)

It is still possible to grant
some areas special pow-
ers (e.g. Basque Country in
Spain)

Helps the creation of a
system of equal rights and
duties for all citizens

Against
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Can result in an over-power-
ful central state

Another form of the separ-
ation of powers

Encourages consensus and
compromise between federal
and state authorities

Best suited to large states
(either population or geo-
graphical area), and/or those
with markedly different regions

Can protect the rights of terri-
torially concentrated minorities

Can maintain the unity of the
country by containing regional
divisions, so deflecting and
defusing potentially dangerous
national conflicts

Encourages small-scale
experiment, innovation and
competition between states:
the efficiency argument

Creates opportunities to
respond to the different needs
and demands of groups in
different regions

Can result in duplication, over-
lap and confusion of responsi-
bilities and accountability

Permits states (or
other autonomous
political units) to
cooperate while
maintaining their
sovereignty

Best suited to cooper-
ation in one sector or
field of government
activity — economic
(IMF), diplomatic
(UN), defence
(NATO)

May be the only
form of cooperation
possible

Unstable — members
can withdraw easily



Can result in national major-
ities exploiting or repressing
regional minorities

Can result in a rigid and hier-
archical form of government

Multi-level government: international, national and sub-national

May lead to conflict, ineffi-
ciency, or stalemate between
levels of government

Can result in complex, slow and
expensive forms of government

Can be ineffective —

when members can-

not agree

e Can be inherently conservative

e (Can strengthen tendencies
towards national disunity and
disintegration by encouraging
breakaway of territorial units

e Can deflect political attention
from national groups and inter-
ests to geographical interests

conclusions from a summary of the arguments for and against the three types
of government:

1. Choosing between them is not a matter of deciding between good or bad,
or even between better and worse, but trying to decide which is better for
what purposes and under what circumstances.

2. Federal systems are better suited to large countries, especially where
minorities are concentrated in geographical areas that can be given a
degree of independence from central government. Unitary states are bet-
ter suited to small, homogeneous countries.

3. Confederations are good at dealing with specific policy areas where those
who participate in the confederation want to retain their own formal
independence.

Local government

Why do we have local government? Why not allow central government to run
everything, or perhaps restrict the system to two levels alone - national and
regional? The answer is simple: most countries are far too large and complex
to be run by a single centre, or even by a few regional units of government.
Government must decentralise some of its operations in the interests
of both democracy and efficiency. It makes no sense, for example, to have
bureaucrats in the capital city deciding when to close park gates in some dis-
tant town, or what books to buy for the local library. These are local matters
that should be in local hands. As a result, most countries rely heavily on local
government to deliver a wide range of services.

The difficulty lies not in justifying decentralisation in theory, but in decid-
ing exactly what and how much to centralise and decentralise in practice. As
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General competence The power of local
government units to manage their own affairs,
provided they observe the laws of the land and
relatively few legally defined exceptions.

Fused systems The system of local govern-
ment in unitary states in which central officials

directly supervise the work of local government.

Dual systems The system of local govern-
ment in unitary states in which local author-
ities have more independence than in fused
systems but within the authority of central
government.

a general rule, the ‘high politics’ of state (inter-
national diplomacy, defence, economic devel-
opment, the distribution of national resources)
are handled by central government, while local
government has its own core services (its general
competence, local planning and transport, refuse
collection, sewage). Increasingly, however, there
is a larger ‘grey area’ of services that are shared
and mixed between levels of government to vari-
ous degrees.

Local government in unitary states tends to
fall into three broad categories - fused systems,
dual systems and local self-government - rang-
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ing from the most to the least centralised.

Fused systems

The clearest example of the fused model is the centralised and uniform sys-
tem set up by Napoleon in France. He placed agents of central government
(préfets) in each local government unit (département) to supervise their work and
ensure that central government policies were carried out. Variations on the
centralised French system are found in Italy, Spain and Portugal and in their
former colonies and spheres of influence in Africa, Asia and the Americas,
as well as Japan and South Korea. Fused systems are also found in many of
the new democracies where sub-central political officials were traditionally
appointed by the ruling central government.

Dual systems

The classic example of the dual system is Britain, where central government
retains a good deal of power, though it does not directly control local gov-
ernment through an army of préfets. Rather it ‘manages’ local government
at arm’s length, thereby giving it rather more autonomy. Many key public
services (education, housing, health) are delivered by local councils but con-
trolled and financed to varying degrees by central government. Local author-
ities are required by central government to provide some services and engage
in some activities, but may have discretion over others services and activities.
The dual system is found in the UK, the USA, Israel and India, and in many
former British colonies in Africa, Asia and the Pacific.

Local self-government

The principle of local self-government with more freedom of local action char-
acterises the Nordic countries. Local government is entrusted with the tasks
allotted to it by central government, and has freedom of taxation within limits.
As figures 6.1, 6.2 and table 6.1 show, local government in Denmark, Finland
and Sweden accounts for a relatively high proportion of public expenditure
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and employment among the unitary states. There was world-wide approval in
the 1980s and 1990s of local self-government, but good intentions were not
always put into practice.

Whatever the local government system, it involves a degree of decentral-
isation of government and a degree of autonomy and legitimacy for local
government. While decentralisation of this kind makes a lot of sense in many
ways, it also creates two special problems of its own namely:

e central-local political conflict
¢ the dilemma of reconciling the needs of democracy and efficiency.

Central-local political conflict

Political conflict between central and local government is endemic in many
states. If local government is to play its democratic role, it must be elected by,
and accountable to, local citizens; but central government is also elected and
accountable. Which level of government is to have the final word in decision
making? The problem is likely to be aggravated if central and sub-central
government are controlled by different political parties. This is often the case
because local elections are usually held between national elections (mid-term
elections) when there tends to be a reaction against the central government
of the day. The result is that ‘opposition parties’ are often elected locally. Party
political conflict is sometimes thus built into central-local relations. Usually
this is resolved by negotiating, bargaining and compromising. In turn, this
calls for a set of institutions which enable central and local governments to
talk to each other and resolve their problems.

The problem of how best to fund local government is a permanent source
of disagreement and conflict in most democracies. On the one hand, cen-
tral government is ultimately responsible for national fiscal policy and the
level of public spending - both local and national. It also controls most of
the taxes that raise money (income tax, business and sales taxes) and it is the
rare local authority that can fund its own services from its own revenues. In
addition, the demands of equality between areas mean that central govern-
ment redistributes money from rich to poor areas, otherwise the latter would
have unacceptably poor public services. Transfers of money from central gov-
ernment are often the largest source of funds for local authorities. On the
other hand, democratically elected local councils naturally wish to control
their own affairs, which means minimising financial dependence upon cen-
tral government. The Japanese say that their local government is ‘30 per cent
free’ because 70 per cent of its money comes from central government.

The resulting financial tensions between financial centralisation and
decentralisation were heightened in the second half of the twentieth century
by the sustained growth of the welfare state and by the increasing amount
of public money spent by sub-national government - money that was often
provided by central government grants and transfers. The situation was
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then compounded by financial problems and cuts in services in the last part
of the century, and even more by the tendency for central government to
delegate new service responsibilities to the localities without funding them
adequately.

Democracy, size and efficiency

The second dilemma for local government is how to reconcile the often com-
peting claims of democracy and efficiency. There are seven main aspects to this
problem:

Subsidiarity The principle of democracy that ~ ® Democracy in local government requires that

decisions should be taken at the lowest pos- it should be based, so far as possible, around
sible level of government — that is, at the level small communities of people where participa-
closest to the people affected by the decisions.  tjon is easiest and there is a common identity and
Usually the term subsidiarity is used in con- set of interests among citizens. The subsidiarity

nection with the territorial decentralisation of
government, but it is not limited to this form.
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principle requires that decisions are taken at the
lowest possible level in the system.

Some services are most efficiently provided on a small scale, some on a
larger one. Parks, refuse collection, local libraries and local transport are
small-scale, but refuse disposal, central reference libraries, higher educa-
tion, urban transport, water and police services are larger-scale. This means
that there is no single optimum size for multi-purpose authorities.
Services are not isolated from each other. They need integrating so that,
for example, residential areas, schools and hospitals are provided with
public transport, and transport should be integrated with local economic
development and environmental policies. This means that there is a need
for a body that can plan and coordinate a wide range of services, some
small-scale, some large.

Local government units should be large enough to have a tax base adequate
for their purposes, and they should probably be large enough to have a
mix of rich and poor citizens so that the financial load can be equitably
distributed.

Some of the largest cities (Calcutta, London, New York, Tokyo) are bigger
than some countries, and require large units of local government to run
them, even if they have smaller sub-divisions nested within them. On top
of this, there is a problem of where to draw the boundary around any
large city. Should they be defined fairly narrowly to include only densely
populated urban areas, or should they include the surrounding commuter
suburbs and villages which depend upon the big city for work and recre-
ation? Since suburban commuters use central city services for both work
and pleasure, it seems sensible to draw wide boundaries around cities.
Some features of local geography and history, such as rivers, mountains
and historic divisions, suggest boundaries between local government units
that may not fit neatly with the most efficient or the most democratic
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scale of service provision. Sparsely populated areas and islands are often
combined into geographically large units of local government with small
populations.

e Optimum sizes change according to technical developments and ideas
about how public services should be organised. Sometimes this reduces
scale, but in other cases it increases it. Computer networks, for example,
make it possible to decentralise some town hall functions and create
many little local offices that are more accessible to the public. At the same
time, the capital and environmental costs of refuse disposal make it neces-
sary to operate on a larger scale than before. As city populations grow or
shrink, so the optimum size of service-providing units also changes - local
schools are closed and their pupils sent to larger schools that are supposed
to be more effective and efficient.

This means that there is no optimum size for units of local government, nor
is there a ‘natural’ range of service functions for it: it is a matter of trying to
balance economies and diseconomies of scale, and weighing up the often com-
peting demands of large-scale efficiency and small-scale democracy. There are
many different ways of organising local government, and the endless search
for the best balance explains why local government across the western world
has been subject to constant reform.

Most countries have experimented with three forms of local organisation
and service delivery:

e General-purpose authorities
¢ Joint bodies
¢ Single-purpose authorities.

General-purpose authorities

These deliver a wide range of services and go under such different names
as municipalities, communes, districts, prefectures, boroughs, councils and
shires. They are invariably directly elected, but their function and popula-
tion size varies enormously from one country to another. Some countries
have a single tier of general-purpose authorities that divides the entire terri-
tory of the country into local government units with much the same powers
and functions. Others divide local government into two or more tiers each
with different powers and functions. For example, large cities may have a
single overall authority to deal with area-wide services (transport, economic
development, planning) and smaller units within them for local ones (librar-
ies, parks, refuse collection). Sometimes large rural areas are run by top-tier
authorities, but the towns within them by second-tier ones.

Joint bodies
Rather than create new, larger authorities by merging two or more smaller
ones, some countries have kept their smaller general-purpose authorities but
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created a range of joint bodies to provide a range of special mutual services
(economic development, water supply). This practice is increasingly common
across the world.

Special-purpose authorities

In some countries, particular services are provided by special single-purpose
authorities. These include school boards, river authorities, water boards,
urban transportation and police authorities. Special-purpose authorities are
most frequently found in the Third World, central and eastern Europe and in
the USA.

The result of trying to match services and functions with different types
and levels of local government units is often a complex and confusing struc-
ture of authorities. Such a structure may have a logic of its own, but one
that is difficult to understand. The USA is an extreme case because it is frag-
mented into more than 85,000 units of local government in the shape of
general-purpose authorities, special-purpose authorities, home-rule cities
and cities without home rule and a bewildering range and variety of other
agencies. The government of New York City, with its tangle of 1,500 local
government and service units, has been called ‘one of the great unnatural
wonders of the world’.

Restructuring local government

For much of the twentieth century local government has struggled to keep
pace with four key powerful social, economic, and political changes:

1. Social and economic changes National and local political institutions have
had to adapt to huge population movements, large shifts in working pat-
terns, increasing interdependence of urban and rural areas, the growth of
huge metropolitan areas and increasing national and global integration.
To take one example, road transport has been totally transformed by the
speed and volume of traffic, and whereas roads used to be mainly the
responsibility of local government national highway systems now require
national planning and funding. International cooperation is necessary for
rail and air transport, and even for roads.

2. Financial pressures on central and local government As the political demands
and financial pressures on both central and local government grow,
so both have to develop new modes of operating and relating to each
other.

3. Ideological pressure for decentralisation Politics in the late twentieth century
began to favour decentralisation and grass-roots participation.

4. Technology Transport, communications and computer technology have
affected patterns of work, residence and leisure, and they have also made
the decentralisation and devolution of local government easier, just as
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they have helped to centralise other public functions (central police
records, national standards for schools and hospitals).

The result of these changes is that local government has been the object of
constant restructuring in many countries. In fact, few democracies have not
reformed and restructured their local government system since 1945, and
some have had several goes at it. Amid the huge variety of reforms and devel-
opments seven general trends stand out (see fact file 6.4).

1. Consolidation In many countries small units of local government have been
amalgamated and consolidated into larger units. Sometimes central gov-
ernment has initiated reforms, but in others cases local units have volun-
tarily merged.

2. Meso-government Many unitary states have strengthened or created a
middle level of regional government - meso-government - that fits
between central and local government. In
some cases this meso-level has been given
substantial powers and service responsi-
bilities so thatitisthe functional equivalent
of state government in federal systems.

3. Decentralisation Local government in unitary states has often been given a
broader range of responsibilities and powers. Since this happened at the
same time as central governments were coming under intense economic
pressure, some observers felt that this was, in effect, ‘exporting’ the eco-
nomic problems of central government.

4. Centralisation Both federal and unitary states have become more central-
ised in some respects.

Most of these reforms have been justified by the government of the
day on the grounds that they improved rationality, efficiency and dem-
ocracy, but there sometimes seem to be political interests at stake as
well. For example, in some countries left-wing governments have imple-
mented reforms favouring left-leaning big cities over more conserva-
tive and rural areas, while in others right-wing central governments
have diluted the powers of ‘leftish’ urban areas or tried to outflank
them by creating higher levels of urban and rural government that are
likely to be more conservative. Politics is important in central-local
relations and they account for the last two sets of changes in local
government.

5. Politicisation Local government became increasingly political in the late
twentieth century. As local authorities enlarged their size and responsi-
bilities, parties and ideological groups penetrated the corridors of power
and contested local elections.

6. Central-local conflict Politicisation of localities has sometimes brought
them into direct conflict with central government, especially where dif-
ferent parties are in power and both levels claim democratic legimacy

Meso-government A middle level or tier of
government between central and local author-
ities, and often known as state, regional, provin-
cial, or county government.
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Fact file 6.4

Sub-central government: patterns of change
Changes in the structure, powers and functions of sub-central government in the modern world are
varied, complex and sometimes contradictory, as the following examples show.

m Consolidation

e The population size of local government units various dramatically within and between countries.
In Japan some municipalities have as few as 200 residents, the average in western Europe is
10,000 and in the UK it is 125,000.

e Many western European countries have reduced the number of municipalities substantially in
recent decades, by up to 75 per cent in Sweden, Denmark and the UK. Consolidation has also
occurred in countries as various as Canada, New Zealand, Australia, Thailand and Japan, much
less so in France, Switzerland and the USA.

e Compulsory (and sometimes drastic) consolidation is more usually found in unitary states where
central government has used its constitutional power to reorganise local government. Voluntary
(and usually more modest) reorganisation is found in federal systems.

m The growth of middle levels of government

e In western Europe, France, Finland, ltaly, Ireland, Greece, Spain and the UK have introduced
important regional layers of government.

e Belgium turned itself into a federal state, with three regions.

e Austria, Canada, Denmark, Sweden, Switzerland and the USA have strengthened their middle
levels of government by removing restrictions from them or devolving services to them.

e In 1990, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, Hungary shifted power from regional to local
authorities as part of its democratisation process.

m Decentralisation

e Many new democracies have decentralised their political systems as part of their efforts to dem-
ocratise. Examples include most of the ex-communist countries in central Europe, as well as
Brazil, the Philippines, Mexico and South Korea.

e Austria, Canada, Finland, France, ltaly, the UK and Spain have devolved some services from cen-
tral to middle levels of government.

e Denmark, France, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Japan, Mexico, Sweden, New Zealand, Turkey and the
UK have shifted some services from central to local levels.

e The number of local special-purpose authorities has increased in Canada, the UK, New Zealand
and the USA.

e In some cases the powers and functions of cities have shifted downwards to the localities, com-
munities and neighbourhoods — e.g. in Chicago and Montevideo.

m Centralisation

e Sweden has shifted some powers from local to central government, and central control over local
finances and service standards has increased substantially in the UK.

e In Australia, Canada and the USA the federal government has taken greater powers over state
and provincial governments — over education in Australia, health services in Canada, and welfare,
integration, minimum drinking age and speed limits in the USA.
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from their elections. This has occurred in many parts of the world where
national political struggles have spread to the local level.

7. Contracting out and privatisation Almost all democratic states have con-
tracted out, privatised or created public-private partnerships to some
extent. This is further discussed in chapter 8.

m The interplay of multi-level government:
the case of the EU

We have seen how the changing world has brought about greater interde-
pendence between levels of government, and nowhere is this clearer than in
the EU. The mere existence of the Union as a developed form of supra-national
government means, of course, a degree of centralisation in Brussels. At the
same time, the EU pays careful attention to its regions (as federal systems do),
putting regional policy high on its agenda and spending a large proportion of
its budget on regional aid. It has created the Committee of the Regions (CoR),
which, though only an advisory body, gives regions a direct input into EU
deliberations. The result is that the EU often manages to by-pass national gov-
ernments - which can be anuisance when they present obstacles toits policies -
and deals directly with the meso-level of regional government. This enhances
the power, importance and financial resources of the regions, and therefore
represents a decentralising tendency. Consequently, the EU is both a cen-
tralising force, insofar as some national powers have moved upwards, and
a decentralising one, insofar as it strengthens regional government, while
encouraging regional dependence on Brussels for financial and political
support.

m The arguments for and against centralisation
and decentralisation

Having considered the four main levels of government - international,
national, regional and local - we are now in a position to form a judgement
about the various merits and difficulties of centralised and decentralised
forms of government. The basics of the argument are presented in contro-
versy 6.2. This makes it clear that the debate has many sides. It is not a ques-
tion of whether to have either centralised or decentralised government, but
rather a matter of what to centralise and how much, what to decentralise and
how much, and what to share between higher and lower levels of govern-
ment and how much. There are no clear answers to these questions and the
debate is likely to continue.
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CONTROVERSY 6.2

To centralise or decentralise?

Arguments for decentralisation

.

Democracy Local government adds an important dimension to democracy by allowing people in
small communities to participate in, and have some control over, their own local affairs. Because it
is also closer to citizens, local government may also be more accessible and democratic.

Efficiency Centralisation may be inefficient, as many large corporations and the highly centralised
states of the communist era found, because it means that decisions are taken by people who are
far removed from the implementation of the decisions and from first-hand knowledge of their
effects. Centralisation may be too rigid and unresponsive to local needs and demands.

Adaptation to local circumstances Should central government officials in the capital city decide
what time to lock local park gates, or how to run the local library? Such things ought to be decided
by local people according to their wishes and knowledge of local circumstances.

Local minorities Decentralisation allows geographically concentrated minority groups to control
their own local affairs.

Training ground for democracy Local government is a citizen training ground for democracy.

Recruiting ground for national politics Local politics help to develop a pool of politically
interested and talented people who can be recruited into national politics. Many national politicians
start off in local government.

Experimentation and development State and local government can experiment on a small scale
with new services and new methods of delivering services. Successes can spread quickly; failures
are not large-scale disasters.

B Arguments for centralisation

e Democracy Central government can claim to have stronger legitimacy and
support (higher election turnouts), more media attention and a broader

and deeper mandate (the whole country).

e Efficiency The small-scale provision of some public services can be ineffi-
cient if it results in duplication, wasteful competition and high capital
costs, as many small units of production have found. Some services can be
provided only nationally (defence, national economic planning), some are
more efficiently provided this way (population censuses, motor registra-
tion) and some are so expensive that they must be provided nationally or

internationally (building planes, space research).

e FEquality Inequalities between areas can be reduced by the redistribution of
resources (money, space, human capital) by national government. Central
governments usually control the most productive taxes (income tax, busi-

ness taxes) and they have the money and power to redistribute.

e Protection of minorities Decentralisation may allow local majorities to oppress
their minorities. The defence of ‘states’ rights’ in the USA has sometimes

been a thinly disguised attempt to maintain racial segregation.
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e Local elites Decentralisation can protect entrenched local elites.

e Disintegration of the state It is sometimes feared that decentralisation may
lead to the break-up of the country (Basque Separatism, Quebec, Scottish
Nationalism).

e National identity Focus on a national government can promote national inte-
gration. Some political identities are not local or regional but based upon
national factors - class, culture, gender, language and national history.

m Theories of multi-level government

Theories of multi-level government tend to fall into three basic types: first,
there are philosophical and political defences of decentralised government,
including pluralist theory; second, there are rational-choice theories of feder-
alism and local government; and, third, there are the historical accounts of
centre-periphery relations.

Philosophical and political theories: Mill and Tocqueville

The basic philosophical and political arguments for decentralised government
were laid out by a French writer on American democracy, Alexis de Tocqueville
(1805-59), and the British philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806-73). Developing
basic liberal values, Mill argued that local self-government was important
because, so far as possible, political decisions should not be imposed from
above, but developed and accepted from below. Compared with central gov-
ernment, local government gives more people a first-hand experience of pub-
lic affairs and, according to Mill, it is the chief instrument for educating people
into their citizen duties. Tocqueville argues a similar case, but his writing con-
centrates on the citizenship benefits of local parties and voluntary associa-
tions rather than local government, ideas we shall consider in chapter 10.

Pluralist theory

Modern pluralist theory builds on Mill and Tocqueville. It argues that
democracies should not have a single, monolithic centre of power but
require many centres of power so that many people and groups can exer-
cise influence on different issues, in different ways and in different political
arenas. Democracies divide power vertically (into executive, legislative and
judiciary) and horizontally (into different layers of territorial government)
in order to create a variety of political arenas. Groups that lose a political
battle in one arena can turn to another, and so live to fight another day.
If they fail to get satisfaction in, say, central government they can take
their causes to the courts, or local government, or perhaps international
arenas.

Breaking the political system into geographical units with their own pow-
ers and responsibilities also has the advantage of decentralising political
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problems, and hence of not overburdened the centre with an accumulation
of divisive issues. This is especially important where minorities (ethnic, lin-
guistic, religious, or cultural) are geographically concentrated and where they
have their own sub-central units of government to tackle their own problems
in their own way. What makes local politics important is its very ‘localness’ -
meaning that it is accessible to local people and that they are best placed to
understand and deal with local issues (see controversy 6.2).

Economic theories

Rational choice

Rational-choice theories borrow heavily from economics and assume that
politics is based upon the rational calculations of actors (individuals, organi-
sations, governments) who are self-interested and try to maximise their own
preferences. Many rational-choice theories start from the position that the pol-
itical world consists of individuals, as against institutions with a culture and a
history, who make rational choices that maximise their own utility - that is,
their political behaviour is driven by calculations of what is in their own self-
interest. Rational choice is a high-level general theory and it has been applied
to many aspects of government and politics. Here we are concerned with its use
to explain (1) the origins of federalism and (2) its defence of highly fragmented
systems of local government made up of very small, competing, jurisdictions.

According to William Riker (1920-93), the origins of federalism lie in a
‘bargain’ between national and local leaders, to the benefit of both, which
enables them to expand the territory under their control, and to defend it
against external enemies. Federalism is a rational solution to the problem of
how to maintain a balance between the interests of a central power and of
geographical regions so that each maintains control of their own affairs but
can cooperate to deal with a common, external threat, and thereby increase
their own power. In his book Federalism: Origins, Operation, Significance (1964),
Riker claims that evidence about the origins of federal systems supports his
hypothesis that military security and territorial expansion are the driving
forces behind the formation of federations.

It might be argued that much the same explanation accounts for the his-
torical origins of unitary states as well. Many were forged historically from
smaller political units, city-states and princedoms when these were threat-
ened by large, efficient and powerful enemies. A single authority brought
together by centralising leaders had a much better chance of developing the
economic capacities and military power to compete effectively with external
enemies. In other words, the formation of both federal and unitary states is
a response to external economic and military threats, and the need to create
a larger and stronger political unit to deal with them. What distinguishes
them is the historical circumstances of their development along either fed-
eral or unitary lines, something best explained by centre-periphery theory,
discussed below.
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Rational-choice theory of local government

Rational-choice theory also has its theory of local government, especially the
highly fragmented and divided local government in the metropolitan areas of
the USA. Splitting the government of a large urban area into many local juris-
dictions, and giving each its own taxing and spending powers, means that
citizens (the theory calls them ‘consumer-voters’) are provided with a choice
of different ‘packages’ of public goods at different prices. Consumer-voters
can move from one locality to another in search of their preferred ‘package’
of public goods, in much the same way that shoppers choose their supermar-
ket for the goods it sells and the prices it charges. One municipality may have
low taxes and few public services, another may tax in order to provide good
education for young families, while a third may specialise in services for the
retired.

This theory substitutes an economic logic for a political one: consumer-
voters can move from one municipality to another to maximise their prefer-
ences, instead of using their vote to influence civic leaders and local public
services. The economic argument is that a highly fragmented system of gov-
ernment is not inefficient, as many argue, but, on the contrary, produces a
quasi-market that allows consumer-voters to vote with their feet. Some politi-
cal economists find this approach helpful and insightful, but others doubt its
value, for a string of reasons. First, consumer-voters are not free to move at
will from one municipality to another. They are severely constrained by the
needs of work, family, schools and house prices. Second, survey data shows
that few people see local public services as very important when they are
deciding where to live. Being near work, family and shops is much more
important. Third, there is only a tenuous link between local taxes and serv-
ices in many countries because financial transfers from higher levels of gov-
ernment pay a large proportion of the local service bill. And last, in most
countries other than the USA, local government is not fragmented into many
competing jurisdictions. It is consolidated and coordinated by higher levels
of government which redistribute national tax resources and regulate local
services.

Centre-periphery relations

Unitary states have typically emerged from old, centralised monarchies that
kept their local government under the authority of central government as
they gradually developed their modern democratic structures. Denmark,
Finland, Japan, The Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and the UK are examples.
In contrast, federal states are often formed by the merger of established and
autonomous political areas that come together to form a political union,
while retaining a degree of their original independence. In the case of
Switzerland, federalism is designed to accommodate a history of autonomous
localities created by mountainous geography and reinforced by language
and cultural differences. In the case of Australia, Canada, India and the USA
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federal governments cover large geographical areas that were not previously
united under a single (monarchical) centre, but brought together by a colo-
nial power.

According to the widely quoted theory of Rokkan and Lipset (see chapter 1)
the historical process of state and nation building involved, among other
things, the centralisation of regions and territories under a common cen-
tral rule. In many cases, a powerful and modernising elite first conquered
outlying areas and their local elites and then, by the processes of state
and nation building, created a single political system with common politi-
cal institutions and a common sense of national identity. The processes
started many centuries ago in the case of some European countries, and
took a long time to complete. Even so, one can often still see the historical
imprint of centuries past in modern times, even in the most centralised
and uniform unitary state, where the parties, voting and political/social
patterns of peripheral regions are often rather different from the metro-
politan centres.

However, the centre’s attempts to incorporate the periphery has not always
been altogether successful, as we can see from the nationalist movements in
Italy (the Northern League), Spain (the Basque country and Catalonia), the UK
(Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) and France (Corsica). In such cases,
the unitary state may best be preserved by devolving powers to the peripher-
ies. In the unusual case of Belgium, a unitary state turned itself into a federal
one in order to maintain the integrity of the country.

Relations between the centre and the periphery are often relations between
dominant and subordinate political groups. One variant of centre-periphery
theory argues that the institutions of the central state were originally cre-
ated by powerful interests (a class or ethnic group) that exploited the per-
iphery for its resources, in much the same way that colonial powers exploit
the natural resources of the Third World. According to some writers ‘internal
colonialism’ of this kind exists in a subtle form in the UK (where England
exploits Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) and the USA (where the north
exploits the south), and in countries where the capital city region dominates
and exploits the surrounding rural and agricultural areas.

® What have we learned?

This chapter has dealt with the organisation of multi-level government. It
argues that:

e The government and politics of the modern world consists of four main
levels, with the lower levels nested in higher ones - local government
nested inside middle or meso-government, nested in unitary and federal
systems, and a layer of international and supranational government above
them all.
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e Most organisations at the international level are confederations that are
looser than federations and do not encroach on the sovereignty of their
members. The European Union is part federation, part confederation.

e Federal systems are more decentralised than unitary states, although to
some extent federal systems have centralised and unitary states have
decentralised since 1945.

e Federal systems are better suited to some circumstances (large countries with
territorially concentrated minorities) and unitary states are better suited to
others (small, homogeneous countries). There is a close association here
between social and geographical circumstances and forms of government.

¢ Local government in all countries, federal or unitary, faces two insoluble
dilemmas:

a the conflict that often arises between different levels of democratically
elected government

b the problem of how to reconcile the conflicting claims of democracy
and effectiveness.

m Lessons of comparison

e There is not a single or a simple solution to the democracy versus effi-
ciency dilemma because there is no single, optimal size for units of sub-
central government. Each country has its own solutions, each with its
merits and deficiencies.

e Attempts to solve these democracy versus effectiveness problem can take
different forms involving the consolidation of units of local government
into a smaller number of larger units, a shifting of service functions both
up and down the political system, the creation or strengthening of meso-
government, a degree of decentralisation in federal states and centralisa-
tion in unitary ones.

¢ The centralist/decentralist debate revolves around the problem of what to
centralise, and how much, and what to decentralise, and how much, and
what to share between levels of government. In most countries, there is a
large area that is neither central nor local but involves close cooperation
between central and sub-central government.

1. Draw up a table that assigns government functions (international
relations, education, pollution control, libraries, parks, economic
development, housing, transportation, police) to different levels
of the political system (international, national, regional, local,
community). What general lessons can you draw from this exercise?
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2. Sub-central government is responsible for varying proportions
of total government expenditure and employment in different
countries (see figures 6.1 and 6.2 and table 6.1). Would you draw
the conclusion that the higher the share of public expenditure and
employment, the more decentralised the country?
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7 Policy making and legislating:
executives and legislatures

Governments are there to get things done. At the highest level, the most
important things they do are formulate public policies and frame the laws of
the land, and at the heart of the policy and law-making process lie the two
main branches of government - the executive and the legislative assembly.
This means that the study of the relations between executive and legislative
branches is a topic that lies at the very core of comparative government.

Sometimes the executive and the legislative branches cooperate and act
together, sometimes they fight and struggle for power. Since democratic con-
stitutions deliberately divide the powers of government between different
branches, so that they check and balance each other, there is nothing wrong
with the political struggle between them. However, some analysts argue that
all is not well with the classical system of checks and balances because the
golden age of legislatures, some time in the nineteenth century, has given way
to the twentieth-century supremacy of executives. What were once powerful
elected assemblies with a great deal of control over the affairs of state are
now little more than rubber stamps for decisions made by their executives.
If true, this has obvious implications for the state of democracy in modern
executive-dominated government.

Others claim that presidents and prime ministers have not acquired such
great power. They argue that legislative assemblies were never that powerful
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to start with, that the balance of power between executives and legislatures
has not changed much and that executives are still dependent upon the sup-
port of their elected assemblies.

Another part of the discussion is concerned with correcting a common
misperception about what the role of legislative bodies actually is, rather
than how much power they have, or have lost. To ‘legislate’ means to make
laws, and who should do this other than those who are elected to sit in the
legislative chamber? Do not our national assemblies sit in endless discussion -
sometimes solemn debate, sometimes angry and heated argument - about
the policies and laws of the government of the day? Yet law making is not
actually the main function of legislatures, and may not even be one of their
most important functions. The curious fact is that legislatures, in spite of
their name, are not mainly there to legislate. To understand why this is the
case, we must examine the main functions of legislative bodies.

Since things rarely ever remain the same, we will also examine recent
efforts of legislative assemblies to modernise.
Many of them are in the process of reforming
and streamhn.ln.g the_mselves for modern gov- e.g. the Obama administration, the Merkel
ernment administration, so that they can do administration or (2) a term synonymous with
their work more efficiently and acquire the ‘pol-  the management processes of bureaucracies —
itical muscle’ necessary to exercise more control e g the administration of the state through
over their executives. bureaucratic agencies. The term is used in the

In this chapter, we analyse the relationship second sense in this chapter.
between executives and legislatures in the pol-
icy and law-making processes of modern democratic government. The major
topics in this chapter are:

Administration A term with two meanings.
Either (1) a term synonymous with government —

e Making laws: executives and legislatures

e The increasing power of executives

e The functions of legislatures

e The reform of legislatures

e Theories of democratic institutions: consensus and majoritarian systems.

m Making laws: executives and legislatures

Classical democratic theory divides government into three main branches,

the executive, legislative and judiciary, and gives them different powers and

functions so that none can become too powerful. Each should have powers of

its own, and each should operate a system of checks and balances to ensure

that they are dependent on each other. In this way neither can do its job with-

out the agreement of the other because they are

bound together in a relationship of perpetual, Legislation Legislation is the body of laws
mutual dependency (see chapter 4). In virtually thathave been passed by the legislature.
all democratic systems legislation can be passed Leglslatlng is thus the act of initiating, debating
only when both the executive and legislative and passing such laws.
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branches agree. Indeed, this condition is formally spelled out in some consti-
tutions. For example, Article 61 of the Dutch constitution states: ‘Laws are
decided on by government and States-General together.’ It is this sort of for-
mal requirement for agreement that tries to ensure that power is shared.

In real life, however, some democratic systems deviate to a greater or
lesser extent from the classic formula. Because the two branches should work
closely together there is inevitably some overlap and fusion of executive and
legislative functions and powers, and it is more accurate to say that their
powers are mixed rather than separated. This is most evident in parliamen-
tary systems, but it also applies to presidential ones where, although there is
supposed to be a clearer separation of powers, there is, as we saw in chapter 4,
in reality a complex and subtle mix of executive and legislative powers.

Some have, however, argued that the classical system of executive and
legislative checks and balances does not operate in modern government. They
claim that modern executives have acquired so much power that they now
dominate the processes of government, reducing legislative assemblies to
the role of junior partners, even to little more than rubber stamps for execu-
tive decisions (see controversy 7.1). If this is true, then the lack of checks and
balances may even pose a threat to democratic government itself.

The rise of executives

There are good reasons for believing that the balance of power between execu-
tives and legislatures may have shifted decisively in favour of executives. Six
stand out as particularly important.

1. Government complexity
The growing complexity and interdependence of the social, economic and
political world gives a new importance and role to executives. As technical
problems grow ever more complex (nuclear power, the environment, the
economy), as society becomes ever more differentiated and difficult to man-
age, as demands on government grow and as international and global pres-
sures increase, so complex government increasingly requires a single centre
of coordination and control. In addition, one of the major problems in mod-
ern government is to keep the multifarious agencies, departments and units
of government moving in the same direction, and this increasingly difficult
job of coordination is an executive rather than a legislative function.

2. Delegated legislation
The nature of legislation also changes. It is no longer possible to frame
laws for specific and known circumstances - these change too quickly, in

accordance with technological innovation, inter-

Delegated legislation Law or decrees made  pational forces and social pressures. It is

by ministers, not by legislatures, though in
accordance with powers granted to them by
the legislative body.
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necessary instead to devise more general laws,
which inevitably leave much of the detail to
be decided by executives. This is known as
delegated legislation, and it gives executives more power.
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CONTROVERSY 7.1
Parliaments and legislatures

What happened to parliaments?
Something has happened to parliaments. Parliaments were the key institutions of representative
democracy. They translated the voice of the people into reasoned debate and ultimately into law.
They also held governments to account, of all the checks and balances of power they were the most
effective. They symbolised the constitution of liberty. For my father — and later for
me — becoming a member of parliament was an affirmation of our deep belief in democracy.

Much of this however has to be said in the past tense today. A number of developments have
conspired to weaken parliaments:

e Governments have increasingly used orders, regulations and other secondary legislation which is
not subject to parliamentary scrutiny.

e There is also a tendency for governments to turn directly to the people — by referenda, but more
ominously by relying on polls and the views of ‘focus groups'.

e This process goes hand in hand with phenomena like celebrity politics (candidates have to
be telegenic), and snapshot or throwaway politics (what counts is the moment, not extended
debate).

e Self-elected crowds and groups, demonstrations in the streets, non-governmental organisations,
increasingly claim to be the people, to speak for the people.

e All this happens at a time at which important decisions have emigrated to political spaces for
which there are no parliaments anyway. This is as true for internal decision making as it is for the
role of economic markets.

(Adapted from Lord Ralf Dahrendorf, speech at the Institute for
Human Sciences, Vienna, Newsletter, 72, Spring 2001)

A decline of legislatures?

In what was the first truly empirical study of western governments, James Bryce, devoted a chapter
to the subject of the ‘decline of legislatures’. He argued that legislatures were weak and legislators
incompetent or even corrupt. The idea of the decline of legislatures seemed confirmed in the twenti-
eth century by the weaknesses of western European parliaments, not to mention those of most Third
World countries.

While contemporary legislatures are often weak, there is some doubt as to whether they declined
in quality and power during the period which preceded Bryce's investigation, let alone in the decades
which followed. The view that there was a ‘golden age’ of legislatures seems at best exaggerated...

Legislatures are generally weak. Their weakness is due to general causes, many of which are
structural and are connected with the complexity of matters and the need for urgent decisions. Only
on a very few occasions did they realise the standards which Bryce, and indeed earlier Locke and
Montesquieu, would have wanted them to display.

(Adapted from Jean Blondel, Comparative Government, London: Prentice Hall, 1995: 250)

3. Organisational advantages of executives
Executives have significant advantages when it comes to organising for
power. They are usually small in number - presidents and small cabinets
- which makes it easier for them to unite around a common interest, and
to react quickly and decisively to events. They are often supported by
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Bill A formal proposal for a law put before a
legislature but not yet accepted by it.
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large and well-funded staffs in presidential and prime ministerial offices,
and they are headed by highly visible political leaders who are able to
appeal directly to the population, over the heads of the members of the
elected assembly.

4. Mass media
Modern executives have equipped themselves with effective press offices
to help them exploit every ounce of favourable publicity they can get
from the mass media. To some degree, the debating functions of legisla-
tures have also been transferred to the mass media because more public
debate about politics now takes place in TV studios rather than parlia-
mentary debating chambers. In contrast, legislatures are rather large and
cumbersome bodies consisting of hundreds of elected representatives,
divided along party lines, and often unable to act quickly or with a single
voice. In such circumstances executives take the lead and acquire power.

5. Party organisation
Modern political parties are often tightly organised and highly disciplined.
This helps executives to maintain control of their parties and ensure that

their policies and bills are accepted by legisla-

tures. By and large, the stronger the party sys-

tem, the stronger the executive, and the weaker
the legislature. The major exceptions to strong executive power are usu-
ally found in countries with comparatively weak parties. Switzerland is
probably the best example, but in Israel, the USA and the new democra-
cies of central and eastern Europe, weak and fragmented parties help to
undermine the executive and strengthen the legislature.

6. Emergency powers
The threats of pandemics, natural disasters and terrorism require, some
argue, greater power in the hands of political executives who are best
able to respond quickly and effectively to emergencies.

There is evidence to support these general arguments. First, some executives
have been given greater law-making powers in recent years (Australia and
France). Second, the executives in many countries have made increasing use
of the power of delegated legislation, which gives them more decision mak-
ing autonomy. Third, some analysts argue that prime ministers in parliamen-
tary systems have become so powerful as heads of state that they have, in
effect, assumed the powers and status of elected presidents. This is said to be
occurring in Australia and the UK, where a series of powerful prime minis-
ters have accumulated decision-making authority that has transformed their
office. Fourth, as we saw in chapter 6, power in federal systems, the most
decentralised form of government, has become increasingly concentrated in
the twentieth century, and in doing so has given the executive officers of
their federal governments greater power than before.

Arguments about the rise of executives are strongly disputed by other pol-
itical scientists, who claim that the trend is more apparent than real. They
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point to events that seem to show that even the strongest executives can be

reined in by their legislatures. Nixon had to

resign to avoid impeachment. Clinton was Impeachment To charge a public official,

impeached, but not convicted of the charges. usually an elected politician, with improper con-

Thatcher was eventually toppled by her parlia- duct in office before a duly constituted tribunal,

; . . usually the main elected legislative body, prior

mentary party. The power of the ‘Imperial presi- . - .

P  in Mexico has weakened. and in Norwa to removing the official from office if they are
en§y n ’ ’ 3 Y found guilty. Not known much outside the USA,

the influence of parliament has grown in recent 34 not often used there.

years. There are examples of coalition govern-

ments falling because they no longer had the confidence of their elected

assemblies (see chapter 13). Consequently, it is said, the old executive systems

of prime minister and cabinet continue to function more or less as they did

in the nineteenth century, in the sense that power is shared and mixed

between the two branches of government.

Increasing power of executives?

Is it possible to resolve the dispute about the increasing power of executives
by reference to some systematic evidence? The figures in table 7.1 show what
proportion of bills in fifteen western European countries were introduced by
executives, and what proportion of these were duly accepted by legislatures
and passed into law. The figures show two things quite clearly. First, most

Table 7.1 The source of legislation: governments and legislatures

Government bills % of government
as % of all bills bills passed
Netherlands 98 85
Luxembourg 94 100
UK 92 92
Norway 90 99
Ireland 90 10
Greece 87 77
West Germany 74 100
Portugal 70 14
Austria 65 96
Denmark 59 84
Finland 48 100
Italy 29 51
Belgium 23 100
France 22 82
Spain 5 88

Note: The figures refer to various years in the late 1980s.
Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union, Parliaments of the World (New York: Facts on File, 1992).
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bills are introduced by executives, not legislatures. Second, the overwhelm-
ing majority of bills introduced by executives are accepted by the legislatures
and become law.

What can we conclude about the rise of executive power? Not much, some
would say. The fact that legislatures invariably accept executive proposals
for legislation simply shows how carefully executives sound out opinion in
the legislative body before they present proposals. This argument is based on
what Karl Friedrich (1901-84) has called ‘The Law of Anticipated Reactions’.
This states that wherever there are mutually dependent power relations,
those involved will try to anticipate the reaction of others and modify their
own behaviour accordingly. In terms of the executive-legislative relations,
neither is likely to make a move or a proposal that is likely to be rejected
by the other, so they sound each other out carefully before taking action. In
fact, in most systems of government the two branches maintain an elabo-
rate set of institutions and officials in order to maintain a constant dialogue
to find out what each is prepared to accept. Unfortunately for the political
scientist, much of this goes on behind the closed doors of party committee
rooms, and we do not hear a great deal about the endless process of mutual
bargaining and adjustment - what is sometimes termed ‘wheeler-dealing’ or
‘horse-trading’.

Others, however, argue a different story. They agree that a good deal of legis-
lation is based on shared powers and mutual accommodation between execu-
tives and legislatures. Nevertheless, the fact that most legislation is introduced
by the executive, and that a very large majority of it is accepted by legislative
assemblies suggests, to them, that executives are very powerful, even that leg-
islatures have been reduced to little more than ‘rubber stamps’ and ‘talking
shops’. A key factor here, it is said, is the presence of increasingly centralised
and disciplined political parties. Because party unity is so crucial to modern
politics, and because a divided party is unlikely to do well in elections, party
members in assemblies are under great pressure to comply with the wishes
of their leaders. Strong parties make for strong executives; weak parties make
for strong legislatures.

It may well be that the controversy about executive dominance will not
be resolved. The executive seems to have gained the upper hand in some
(Britain under Thatcher and Blair seems to be a good example), but mutual
dependence seems to characterise others, especially where party systems
are weak or fragmented and legislative committees are strong (Denmark,
Switzerland, the USA).

Whatever the strengths of executives, or some of them, we should not
slip into the assumption that legislative bodies are powerless in the face of
almighty executives. It is one thing to claim that executives are increasing in
power, quite another to say that legislatures are powerless. Indeed, elected
assemblies still have an important role to play in government, and they are
organising themselves to increase their influence and efficiency, as we will
see NOw.
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m The functions of legislatures

Elected assemblies play many roles and have many functions, but these may
be conveniently grouped under four general headings:

e The representation of public opinion

e The legitimation of government and the political system

e Law making

e The scrutiny of the executive and the administration of the state.

Representation of public opinion

Legislatures are the main representative body in democracies, and therefore
the main assembly must be directly elected in order to reflect public opinion.
In most cases, this means reflecting party political opinion, because most first
chambers are elected along party lines. Some assemblies, however, represent
the political interests of specific groups in soci-
ety (farmers, workers, businessmen, churches,
minority groups), or specific areas (cities, regions,
or constituencies). No matter how they are
elected or how they reflect public opinion, how-
ever, legislatures perform the common function
of representing the electorate. In turn this means
that legislative bodies must sort out and repre-
sent the main clusters of public opinion - a function known as interest
aggregation - and then voice them in policy debates - a function known as
interest articulation.

Elected assemblies are often criticised for not being representative of soci-
ety, and it is true that many are not a social microcosm of the population
they represent. Most are dominated by what might be called the four ‘Ms’ -
that is, middle-class, middle-aged, majority group, males. In fact many elected
legislatures are drawn heavily from a rather restricted set of occupations and
social groups, most notably the professions (especially lawyers) and the better
educated sections of society. Politics is becoming more ‘professionalised’ in
the sense that elected representatives spend less time in ordinary jobs, but go
into politics as young adults and stay there as they climb the ‘greasy pole’ of
a political career. In sum: elected politicians in national government are not
a good cross-section of society.

Against this, it might be said that it does not particularly matter whether
the elected assembly is a microcosm of society or not. In the first place,
politicians can represent the views of social groups other than their own.
For example, middle-class individuals can reflect and defend the interests of
the working-class people, and, indeed, many of the early pioneers of social-
ism were middle and upper class. In the second place, it might be argued
that what counts most is to represent the views of political parties, which is

Interest aggregation Sorting the great
variety of political attitudes and opinions on a
political issue, to reduce it to a more simple,
clear-cut and agreed ‘package’ of opinion.

Interest articulation The expression of polit-
ical demands in order to influence public policy.
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Legitimation The process of making some-
thing morally acceptable, proper, or right in the
eyes of the general public.
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how the electorate most usually divides itself when it votes. Most popularly
elected legislatures do this fairly well, although exactly how well depends in
large part of the voting system, as we shall see in chapter 12.

Legitimation

Whatever its composition and method of election, the fact that parliament is
directly elected by the population and that it
meets regularly in public to debate political
issues, is important for the legitimation of the
political system. Elected legislatures give gov-
ernments their democratic legitimacy, and help stabilise the political system.
This means that they not only legitimate the government of the day, but also
the whole political system and the rules by which it works. This is important
because it means that those who oppose the government will accept it because
it is elected. Oppositions can wait patiently for the next election when they
have a chance of taking over government themselves and being recognised as
legitimate by those who have just been turned out of office.

Law making

We have already seen that most legislatures do not initiate bills, but they
do consider them at some length. In many cases they change and modify
details - sometimes important details - and in some cases are able to throw
out bills or alter their fundamental intent. The intense pressures on parlia-
mentary time means that some bills, or parts of them, are not scrutinised in
any great detail. All, however, are processed according to a complex set of
rules governing the passage of bills through parliament before they become
law. This usually involves a sequence of debates or readings in one or both
chambers, and a series of hearings in the committees, also in one or both
chambers. Bills normally shuttle backwards and forwards between these
debates and hearings and are subject to modification along the way before
they are finally accepted (see briefing 7.1 for a Swedish example). To this
extent, the mutual dependency of executive and legislative branches of gov-
ernment is a major feature of parliamentary systems. The legislative body is
more important and powerful in the law-making process of some countries
(Italy, Switzerland and the USA), but in all democracies the legislature does
discuss and criticise new legislation, with a view to modifying it, or even
rejecting it outright.

Scrutiny of the executive and the administration

A primary function of elected assemblies is to keep a close watch on the
executive and on the administrative machinery of the state. Examining gov-
ernment bills is one method of doing this, but there are many others:
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Briefing 7.1

A legislature at work: the Swedish Riksdag

The Riksdag takes decisions on government bills, and on motions from its members con-
cerning legislation, taxation and the use of central government revenue.

Meetings of the chamber form an important part of the work of the members, but much
also takes place in the party groups and in the sixteen Riksdag committees. The committees,
whose members are drawn from the various parties, are working groups with responsibility
for a particular area of business.

All proposals for a Riksdag decision must first be considered by one of its sixteen commit-
tees. The committee publishes its conclusions in a report which may then be debated and
decided by a plenary session of the Riksdag.

Decisions in the chamber are often preceded by a debate.

When the debate is over, the matter is decided, either by acclamation, or (if there are dis-
senting opinions) by vote.
Occasionally the chamber will refer a matter back to Interpellation A parliamentary
the committee. When this happens, the committee has eSS CEEEROR O RSy
to reconsider the matter and draw up a new report.
Members of the Riksdag are allowed to submit an
interpellation — a question to a minister about the per-
formance of his or her duties. Such questions enable the Riksdag to scrutinise and control the
work of the government, to obtain information or to draw attention to a particular issue.
Question time is held weekly for about one hour. The prime minister and six or seven other
ministers answer questions put directly to them by members of the Riksdag.

If a party group in the Riksdag wishes to debate a particular matter, which is unconnected
with other business under consideration, it may request a current affairs debate. In 1997-8
five were held.

Occasionally the government provides the Riksdag with oral information on issues of current
interest. This is often followed by a debate.

Much of the work of the Riksdag is regulated by the Riksdag Act, which regulates the cham-
ber and its meetings, the election of the Speaker and the way in which business is prepared
and decided.

The Riksdag board is responsible for the overall planning of parliamentary business, includ-
ing the selection of work procedures. The Board comprises the Speaker (chairman) and ten
other members who are appointed by the Riksdag from among its members.
(Adapted from the Riksdag’s website www.riksdagen.se/templates/PageWFrame_6577.aspx)

requiring a formal answer and often
followed by discussion, and some-
times by a vote.

Veto powers Some legislative bodies have powers to veto or modify policy
proposals made by the executive.

Approving executive appointments Appointments to high positions of state
such as ministers, secretaries of state and national bank directors are
involved here.

Question time Most presidents or prime ministers are required to present
themselves or explain themselves to their legislative bodies either in
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Legislative oversight The role of the legis-
lature that involves the scrutiny or supervision
of other branches of government, especially the
executive and the public bureaucracy.
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person or writing. Normally questions are routine parts of the parliamen-
tary timetable (see briefing 7.1), but they can be special (impeachment
proceedings against the American president, for example, see below).

e Debate Debates are an occasion to consider government policy and actions
in some detail. Some debates are concerned with specific pieces of legisla-
tion and may be quite technical, others are on general political issues, and
some about emergency matters. The advantage of debate is that it subjects
governments to the glare of public scrutiny and criticism, and can help to
improve the quality of the legislation. The disadvantage is that debates in
public assemblies are often reduced to party political ‘shadow boxing’ -
ritual events staged for the public.

e Vote of no confidence or impeachment The ultimate power of legislative assem-
blies is the ability to remove the executive by a vote of ‘no confidence’ or
impeachment. In parliamentary systems the government of the day can
remain in office only as long as it has the support of a majority in the
assembly. If it loses a vote of confidence in the assembly, it can no longer
continue in control and will have to resign so that a new government with
majority support can be formed. This is the cornerstone of the relation-
ship of mutual dependence between the executive and the legislature, and
we shall discuss it again in chapter 13, which considers the formation of
party and coalition governments.

e Committees Perhaps the most important single legislative development in
recent times is the strengthening of committees. In fact, committee work
is now such a significant part of legislative operations, and so crucial to
the scrutiny of executives that it needs to be considered in greater depth.

Legislative committees

Parliaments, including the European Parliament, are adapting to changing
circumstances and trying to improve their effectiveness by streamlining their
procedures, and by providing members with better facilities and resources
(offices, secretaries, researchers, information).
Most important they are increasingly concen-
trating on the scrutiny (sometimes know as
‘legislative oversight’) of executive and adminis-
trative action. They have tried to do this by
creating more effective and more powerful committees.

Close scrutiny of government cannot be done in large meetings. It is bet-
ter performed by small committees with the time, experience and techni-
cal expertise to delve into the great complexities of modern legislation.
Committees can also avoid the worst aspects of ritual party conflict that is
often found in the main debating chamber. Effective and powerful commit-
tees, in turn, require their own expert advice and information, bureaucratic
support and time for detailed work. If they are to have a major impact they
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must also be powerful, which means having a loud bark as well as sharp
teeth - in other words they need real powers which enable them to influence
government action.

Many legislatures are trying to assert their power, or regain lost powers,
by developing an effective committee system for executive and admin-
istrative action, and reviewing legislation. This is often an uphill battle
because committees depend on executives to grant them new powers and
resources, and executives are usually unwilling to do this, because they
know that these powers may well be turned against them. The clearest
examples of powerful and powerless committees are in the USA and the
French Fifth Republic. The former has a remarkably complex and powerful
system of small and expert committees that can, and frequently do, exert
a profound influence on executive appointments and policy. The French
system is restricted to six committees, two of which have 120 members,
and are therefore pretty ineffective. The Danish parliament also derives a
good deal of its influence over government affairs from its effective com-
mittee system.

Effective committees tend to have a membership of fifteen to twenty-five
or thirty people, with a good core of members who have served long enough
to gain specialist knowledge and experience of a particular policy area. If
there are enough of them, committees can cover a wide range of government
business, including the close and detailed scrutiny of bills, public spending,
foreign affairs, all the main aspects of home affairs and any other public mat-
ter they think should be reviewed. Each committee has a convener, or chair,
who usually has a high standing and long experience in parliamentary affairs.
The party composition of committees often reflects that of the assembly as a
whole, with a majority of government members.

If they are to be influential and independent of the government, parlia-
mentary committees will probably be constituted in the following ways:

e Their chairs should not necessarily be members of the governing party or
parties

e They should have their own staff and expert advisors

e They should have powers to call witnesses and the right to question them
closely, including leading members of the government

e They should have had time to build up their own knowledge and expertise
in the business handled by the committee

e They should be able not only to issue public reports, which get publicity in
the media, but also have the power to require government action follow-
ing from their recommendations.

Committees may not have all these powers in full, and hence they may not
often operate at maximum strength, but nevertheless they are one of the most
effective weapons that legislative bodies have in their battle with powerful
executives.
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m Theories of democratic institutions: consensus
and majoritarian systems

On many occasions in previous chapters we have pointed out that there is
an enormous variety of formal democratic arrangements and institutions,
and that each country combines them in its own unique manner. We have
also observed that this great diversity of constitutional characteristics usually
resolves itself, in practice, into only a few general patterns shared by many
countries. For example, in spite of their differences in length, detail and con-
tent, constitutional documents normally fall into four distinctive parts. Again,
of all the different ways of combining executive-legislative relations, these
usually revolve around only three types - presidential, semi-presidential and
parliamentary. And although there are a great many different ways of organ-
ising territorial government within a country, there are only two main types
in practice - federal and unitary - and only a few sub-types in each category.
Fortunately for comparative political scientists, what might easily be a con-
fusing mass of detailed country-specific differences turns out, in the end, to
fall into a comparatively simple general pattern, albeit with exceptions to
the general rule. This is good news for students of comparative government
because it means that they can generalise about a number of similar demo-
cratic systems rather than point out the detailed differences between each
and every one of them, although these undoubtedly exist.

In his ground-breaking comparison of thirty-six democracies, Arendt
Lijphart (1936-) observes that despite their enormous variation, democracies
tend to fall into two general categories. He calls these majoritarian and consen-
sus democracies. Majoritarian systems, as the name suggests, give political
power to the majority of citizens and the political parties that represent them,
while consensus democracies try to represent as many people and groups as
possible. The basic mechanism of the majoritarian model is to concentrate
power in the hands of the political executive and to leave the exercise of this
power relatively unconstrained. The majoritarian model concentrates execu-
tive power and places comparatively few restraints on its exercise, while the
consensus model both disperses power and restrains its use.

The main characteristics of the two types of democracy are listed in
table 7.2.

Majoritarian democracy, or the ‘Westminster model’
This model:

e Concentrates executive power by giving it to whichever party (or, more
rarely, combination of parties) controls a bare majority in the legislative
assembly

e Fuses executive and legislative powers in the classic parliamentary
manner
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Table 7.2 The main institutional features of majoritarian and consensus democracies

Concentration of executive power Executive power sharing

Fusion of executive and legislative power  Separation of powers

Single party government Coalition government

Two-party system Multi-party system

Simple majority electoral system Proportional electoral system

Unitary government and centralisation Federalism and decentralisation

Asymmetric bicameralism or Balanced bicameralism
unicameralism

Constitutional flexibility Constitutional inflexibility

Absence of judicial review Judicial review

Examples: Columbia, Costa Rica, France, Examples: Austria, Germany, India, Japan,
Greece, New Zealand (before 1996), the Netherlands, Switzerland, and (argu
the UK ably) the EU.

e Concentrates power by being either unicameral or, if, there are two cham-
bers, by giving one assembly a clearly superior status

e Gives the courts no special powers to review legislation or decide consti-
tutional matters, because this would diffuse power to another branch of
government

e Has a degree of constitutional flexibility by allowing the constititon to be
changed by majority vote in the legislature.

e Isoften a unitary state and gives central government considerable powers
not only over its own business but also that of the territorial units of gov-
ernment below it

e Has majoritarian and disproportional electoral systems favouring the
emergence of two major parties, banks that are dependent on the execu-
tive and a pluralist interest group systems.

We shall discuss interest groups, electoral systems and party systems later
(chapters 10, 12 and 13) but can now consider the formal constitutional and
institutional features of majoritarian government that we have discussed ear-
lier. It is no coincidence that the institutional characteristics of majoritarian
government tend to go together, for they ‘fit’ with one another in a consistent
and logical way. The British system is one of the best examples of majoritarian
democracy, and it was based on the principle of parliamentary sovereignty,
at least until membership of the EU changed this. If parliament is sovereign
then it follows logically and inevitably that no other body or institution of
government should be able to challenge parliament - not the courts, nor a
written constitution, nor lower levels of government, nor a second cham-
ber. The idea is to create a stable and effective government with power to
get things done, but that is still accountable to the population through the
elected legislature.

147



FOUNDATIONS OF COMPARATIVE POLITICS

148

Consensus democracy

Consensus democracy also relies upon majority government, but rather than
concentrating power, it shares it. Consensus democracies:

e Try to construct broad coalition government consisting not of a single
majority party or a bare majority of them, but of a coalition of them

e Separate and balance executive and legislative power

e Are often federal - which, of course, means a degree of territorial decen-
tralisation. In some cases safeguards may be built in for non-territorial
language, ethnic or cultural groups, which are given a degree of govern-
mental autonomy

e Have two legislative assemblies (bicameralism), often with balanced
powers

e Have judicial review of political and constitutional matters, as a way of
trying to sort out conflict between the different branches and levels of
government

e Have a degree of constitutional inflexibility, because they try to maintain
their diffusion of power and to include a wide range of opinion in any
attempt to change the system

e Have proportional elections, multi-party systems, corporatist interest-
group systems, and independent central banks.

These institutional features of government also ‘fit’ together logically, given
the initial assumption that the job of democracy is to include and represent
as many groups as possible. Such a government would share and separate
power between the main parties and between two representative assemblies.
It would also divide government territorially, especially if it were a large coun-
try in terms of geography, or population, or both. It would make sure that its
arrangements were not easily changed by a few vested interests, and would
reinforce the rights of all citizens by giving the courts the right to review con-
stitutional matters and public policy. All this would be a particularly coherent
package if the society in question were a culturally and ethnically mixed one,
or what Lijphart terms a ‘plural’ society. These are particularly likely to be fed-
eral systems, and to have the other characteristics of consensus democracy.
The basic idea is to create a form of government that is stable and effective,
and works by distributing power, including most social groups in the political
process and building a consensus acceptable to most of the organisations and
parties involved.

Lijphart’s study of democracy is widely discussed and has inspired much
other research, but it is not without its critics. Some claim that the typology
is too broad and general to apply to all cases, and that there are many excep-
tions that do not fit properly. The USA is neither majoritarian nor consensual,
but a bit of both. Switzerland is a consensual system but it does not have
judicial review. Canada is a consensus federal system in some respects, but
has dominant one-party cabinets.
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We will return to majoritarian and consensus democracies again later

in the book (chapter 13) after we have considered voting systems, pressure
group and party government, which are additional features of the two types
of democracy not yet discussed here.

® What have we learned?

This chapter deals with the roles of the executive and legislative branches of
government, whose relationship is at the very heart of policy and law mak-
ing. It argues that:

In democratic theory, the executive and legislative branches should be
separate, and each should maintain a system of checks and balances
on the other. In practice, there is more of a mix than a separation of
powers.

There is a controversy about whether executives have increased their
power in recent decades in response to a variety of social, economic and
political pressures.

Legislatures still have an important role in government. They represent
public opinion, help the political system, review bills proposed by the
executive and keep watch over the executive and state bureaucracy.
Legislatures have tried to improve their efficiency and authority in
different ways, but especially by developing committee systems that
enable them to perform their function of scrutiny and oversight more
effectively.

Lessons of comparison

Powerful legislatures often have comparatively weak party systems (and
vice versa) and a comparatively strong committee system.

Although each democratic system of government has a unique combin-
ation of particular features, they often combine their general characteris-
tics in only a few ways, so creating some general patterns and only a few
general types.

In spite of their infinite variety of detail, democracies tend to come in two
main types, majoritarian and consensual.

There are clear links between the social conditions of a society and its
system of government. Consensus democracies are often large and plu-
ralist societies. Many majoritarian systems are members of the British
Commonwealth and show their British heritage in their government.
Large plural societies tend to be consensual, suggesting that there is an
important social basis to consensus forms of government.

Historical background is important. Many majoritarian systems are British
Commonwealth countries and developed their majoritarian institutions
at the time of the Empire.
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1. Does the composition of your own national parliament show that it
is dominated numerically by the ‘four Ms’ - middle-aged, middle-
class, majority group, males? What are the implications of your
conclusion?

2. The website for your own national legislature is likely to have
information about its committee system. What can you conclude
from it about how the system works and how influential and
important it is in the government of the country?

3. Has the power of the executive increased in your country over the
past few decades?

Further reading

J. Denis and 1. D. Derbyshire, Encyclopedia of World Political Systems, Vol. 1,
Armonk: M. E. Sharpe, 2000: chapters 4 and 5).

A comprehensive overview of the world’s executives and legislatures.

P. Heywood and V. Wright, ‘Executives, bureaucracies and decision-making’,
in M. Rhodes, P. Heywood and V. Wright (eds.), Developments in West European
Politics, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997.

An excellent overview of executive-bureaucracy relations in western
Europe.

D. Olson, Legislative Institutions: A Comparative View, Armonk: M. E. Sharpe,
1994.
A good comparative study of legislatures.

P. Norton (ed.), Parliaments and Governments in Western Europe, London: Frank
Cass, 1998.
A useful set of essays on western Europe.

L. Longley and R. H. Davidson (eds.), The New Roles of Parliamentary Committees
(London: Frank Cass, 1998).
A good book on the role and development of parliamentary committees.

A. Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy: Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six
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www.ipu.org

Information on the structure and working methods of 265 parliamen-
tary chambers in the 189 countries and the EU where a national legis-
lature exists, with links to each country and the regional groups of
parliaments.

www.ecprd.org/

The European Centre for Parliamentary Research and Documentation deals
with European parliaments.
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8 Implementation: the public
bureaucracy

Governments make policy and pass laws but they are not and cannot be
involved in the vast amount of routine implementation and daily administra-
tion of policy. For this, they rely on government ministries and the army of
state bureaucrats who work in them. Like armies, the bureaucracy ranges
from a small handful of very top officials down to office workers who carry out
the routine work. The jobs of the highest officials (in the civil service, some-
times called ‘mandarins’, after the top officials of the ancient Chinese bureau-
cracy) are little different from those of the chief executive officers (CEOs) of

multi-national corporations in the private sector,

Street-level bureaucrats The bureaucrats while many of the lower ranks are known as

who regularly come into contact and deal with
the public.
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‘street-level bureaucrats’ because they come into
everyday contact with the general public.

Whether they are mandarins or filing clerks, state bureaucrats are some-
times seen as lazy and inefficient. But alongside this stereotype there exists
a completely different one that views bureaucrats as ambitious empire build-
ers who want to expand their own departments in the interests of their own
status and salary, and who conspire to take over the policy-making function
of politicians to make sure that things are run according to the bureaucrats’
wishes.
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These contradictory images highlight an ambivalence that permeates the
public bureaucracy. On the one hand, no democ-
racy could even exist without effective bureauc-
racies to implement public policies and deliver
public services. On the other hand, senior
bureaucrats are often more experienced and
highly trained than their political masters, and their role at the very heart of
government gives them an enormous potential for power in the affairs of
state. Yet they are supposed to be servants, not masters of the state.

In this chapter, we examine controversies about the role and power of pub-
lic bureaucrats. The chapter outlines, first of all, the organisation of the state
bureaucracy before looking more closely at the distinction between policy
making and administration. It then considers the theory that it is permanent
officials (bureaucrats) who run the state, not elected politicians. Politicians,
of course, are fully aware of the potential power of their top civil servants,
so the chapter continues by looking at how they have tried to counter this
power. Finally, the chapter examines the wave of recent reforms that have
tried to make the public bureaucracy more efficient.

The major topics in this chapter are:

trative tasks.

e The organisation of the state bureaucracy
¢ Policy making and administration

e The dictatorship of the official?

e The New Public Management

e Theories of public bureaucracy.

m The organisation of the state bureaucracy

The administration of the state - that is, the day-to-day work of implement-
ing policies - is carried out by the bureaucratic departments or ministries of
government. These are usually organised around the major functions of the
state: economic affairs, foreign relations, defence, home affairs, transport and
communications, education, welfare, the environment and so on. There is no
logical or best way of dividing these functions, so the list of ministries var-
ies from one country to another. In some, education is grouped with family
matters, in others it is organised with employment and vocational training.
Similarly transport, the environment and planning may be combined in the
same ministry, or remain separate. Sometimes there is a special ministry for
women and children. As a result, ministry sizes vary enormously from quite
compact ones (Ministries of Justice are often separate and small) to huge super-
ministries. Increasingly ministries combine a range of related functions under
one umbrella in an attempt to integrate different aspects of policy - economic
development, transportation and regional affairs, for example. The advantage
is that related policy areas are combined under one organisational roof; the dis-
advantage is that the larger the department, the more cumbersome it may be.

Bureaucracy A rational, impersonal, rule-
bound and hierarchical form of organisational
structure set up to perform large-scale adminis-
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Public sector That part of social, economic
and political life that is not private but con-
trolled or regulated by the state or its agencies.
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The total size of the public bureaucracy also varies greatly from country to
country. It is relatively small in Japan, Greece, and Turkey, and relatively large
in the advanced ‘Nordic welfare states’ of Denmark, Norway and Sweden (see
table 8.1). But even when it is relatively small
compared with other countries, the public sector
is often a rather large part of the economy in its
own country. Japan, for example, has one of the
smallest public sectors in the OECD countries, but it still accounts for an
eighth of total employment. The largest public sectors account for a quarter of
the workforce. Note, however, that the size of a ministry in terms of employ-
ment or its budget may tell us little about its power and importance. Japan’s

Table 8.1 Public employment? as a percentage of total employment, OECD
countries, 1990s

‘Limited’ public sector’ ‘Extended’ public sector*

Japan 6.5 7.0
Turkey 9.4 12.1
Greece 9.6 12.9
Netherlands 11.8 13.9
UK 11.9 16.9
New Zealand 12.1 14.2
Germany 14.1 154
USA 14.2 14.9
Australia 14.6 18.7
Portugal 14.8 175
Spain 15.1 18.0
Austria 15.8 22.5
Mexico 15.9 26.1
Ireland 16.8 21.1
Canada 17.4 19.9
Italy 182 232
Belgium 20.0 239
France 20.2 27.0
Iceland 21.1

Finland 25.1 27.2
Norway 30.6

Sweden 31.7 38.1
Denmark 35.4 39.3

Notes: ¢ The OECD warns that it is very difficult to define and compare public employment across different coun-
tries, and that therefore care should be taken in interpreting these figures. They refer to slightly different financial
years in each country.

b The 'limited’ public sector column covers central and federal government, regional and state government, and
local government and the municipalities.

¢ The ‘extended’ public sector covers the limited sector plus public enterprises.

Source: OECD, Measuring Public Employment in OECD Countries: Methods, Sources and Results (Paris: OECD,
1997).
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Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) is closely integrated with
the country’s business and political elites, and has played a very important
role in Japan’s economic success, but it is not a specially large ministry.

For all their power and importance in the affairs of state, departments and
ministries are rarely even mentioned in constitutional documents, but never-
theless in the great majority of democracies they are governed by similar cru-
cial principles. At the very top of each department or ministry - the terms are
often used interchangeably - there is usually a politician who is ultimately
accountable to the general public for its operations. These politicians may be
directly elected and senior members of the representative assembly, or they
may be appointed by, and accountable to, an elected politician. In parliamen-
tary systems ministers in charge of departments are usually elected members of
the governing party or coalition, and they constitute the cabinet or council. In
presidential systems, the heads of the most important departments of state may
also constitute a cabinet, but they are usually appointed by, and accountable to,
the president, not drawn from the elected assembly or accountable to it.

In all cases, the theory is that the bureaucratic machinery of state should
be under the control of elected politicians who are ultimately accountable
to the general public, through the ballot box. Public sector bureaucrats are
appointed to be servants of the state. They are not accountable to the general
public but to their political masters. The policies of departments are sup-
posed to be directed by elected politicians, and the day-to-day administrative
work directed by professional bureaucrats.

The politicians in charge of departments work very closely with a rela-
tively small group of the most senior bureaucrats in them. Although minis-
ters are ultimately responsible for the work of their departments, they have
to rely upon the experience and specialist knowledge of their civil servants
(bureaucracy), both to make policy and manage the daily affairs of the
department. Departments are vast machines,
and because bureaucrats often know most
about the complexities of both policy and its
implementation they advise their ministers on both these aspects.

There are three main types of senior bureaucrats with administrative and
policy advisor functions:

Implementation The process of applying
policies and putting them into practice.

1. Permanent administrators Some public bureaucracies are built on the idea
that permanent officials should faithfully and impartially serve their min-
isters, whether or not they agree on policy matters. Permanent adminis-
trators are supposed to be politically neutral. The British system is based
on this ‘faithful servant’ notion of an impartial bureaucracy, and for this
reason its civil servants are not allowed to take any public part in politics.
Some countries go to great lengths to select and train the best and the
brightest for careers in the public service. France, for example, has an
elite administrative corps trained at the Ecole National d’Administration
(see fact file 8.1).
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Fact file 8.1

Public bureaucracies

2. Political appointments Some countries do not believe in permanent admin-
istrators. They clear out the very top layers of departments when a new
government is elected, and appoint their own people. A new American
president typically appoints 3,000 people to posts in Washington, though
occasionally nominees are vetoed by Senate. One can see the sense in

The term ‘bureaucratie’ is said to have been used for the first time in 1764 in France to describe a
new form of government by officials, which is completely different from democracy, autocracy, and
monarchy. The term soon spread to ltaly (burocrazia) to Germany (Birokratie) and to Britain.

As a political phenomenon bureaucracy predates the French invention of the word. It was neces-
sary wherever the earliest empires created a need for the administration of large territories. The
term ‘mandarin’ — referring to those at the very highest levels of the modern civil service — comes
from the civil service of ancient China.

The French Council of State is a special administrative court with the double function of protect-
ing civil servants against attempts by politicians to manipulate them, and of ensuring that civil
servants behave properly. Many other states have set up administrative systems of tribunals and
law to regulate the public bureaucracy.

State bureaucrats are known as civil servants in Britain (and many of the Commonwealth coun-
tries), ‘apparatchiks’ in the Soviet Union, Eurocrats in the EU and Beamte in Germany.

Being a top civil servant in many countries is very prestigious, perhaps most of all in France

and Japan. The French administrative elite are known as ‘Enarques’ after the Ecole National
d’Administration (ENA), while most of Japan's senior civil servants are the products of the
University of Tokyo's Law School. Spain has its prestigious system of cuerpos, and the British have
traditionally recruited from the universities of Oxford and Cambridge.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth century entry to the very highest levels of the civil service in many
western countries was traditionally restricted to an upper-class elite. This is less true today now that
top jobs are increasingly open to merit, and to recruits from working-class and minority backgrounds.
Some state bureaucracies are run along ‘generalist’ lines, and recruit people of all-round ability
and intelligence to work in a wide variety of top jobs — the UK, Ireland and, to some extent, Italy,
Portugal and Spain. The more ‘specialist’ tradition is more technocratic and trains people for par-
ticular departments or jobs — France, Germany, The Netherlands and the Nordic countries.

The practice of incoming governments appointing the top layers of the civil service is an old one
in Finland, France, Germany and the USA, but it is now spreading to other countries. There are
few political appointments in Japan.

The most radical new public management (p. 160) reforms are found in the Anglo-Saxon coun-
tries of Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the UK and the USA, and in Denmark, Finland, Norway
and Sweden. They are weakest in developing democracies.

Almost all countries have implemented NPM since the 1980s, but these have taken different
forms in different countries. In France, Sweden and Spain they were designed to strengthen the
civil service; in Denmark, Norway and the UK to weaken and reduce it.
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having people sympathetic to the government running its departments,

but there is also the danger of clientelism
and of using public office for private gain.

3. Policy advisors To counter the power of per-
manent officials, ministers increasingly
appoint teams of their own policy advisors.
They are distinct from appointed administra-

Clientelism A system of government and
politics based on a relationship between patron
and clients. Public sector jobs and contracts are
distributed on the basis of personal and political
contacts in return for political support.

tors because they are concerned with policy, not day-to-day departmental
matters. There are two main reasons for appointing policy advisors. First,
civil servants may not always be impartial in their advice because they
have their own professional and organisational interests. Second, they
may have worked so long and so closely with the private organisations
they are supposed to regulate that they become ‘captured’ and ‘domes-
ticated’ by these organisations and start representing their interests (see
chapter 10). Outside policy advisors can bring a fresh approach to old

problems.

® Policy making and administration

In theory, elected and accountable politicians should make policy; appointed
officials should implement it. In practice, however, the line between policy
and administration is not that clear. It would be exceedingly foolish to try to
implement a policy that could not be sensibly administered; at the same time
the best administration in the world cannot save a fundamentally flawed pol-
icy; the way in which a policy is administered might well influence its cap-
acity to achieve its stated goals, as some studies show clearly enough. Policy
and administration are intimately bound together and cannot be neatly sepa-

rated, a point made effectively in briefing 8.1.

Briefing 8.1

Policy making and administration

The relations between senior politicians and their civil servants would not seem to be promis-
ing material for a successful TV comedy, but it was the theme of the long-running Yes Minister,
succeeded by the equally popular Yes Prime Minister, on British television. In one episode, the
wily mandarin, Sir Humphrey Appleby, gives a lesson on policy making and administration to his
new and inexperienced Minister, the hapless Jim Hacker:

1 do feel that there is a real dilemma here, in that while it has been government policy to regard policy as
the responsibility of ministers, and administration as the responsibility of officials, questions of admin-
istrative policy can cause confusion between the administration of policy, and the policy of administra-
tion, especially where the responsibility for the administration of the policy of administration conflicts or
overlaps with the responsibility for the policy of the administrative policy.

(Jonathan Lynn and Antony Jay, Yes Minister, London: BBC, 1982: 176)
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If there is no clear distinction between policy making and imple-
mentation,how do we decide whether one has stepped into the role of the
other? This is one of the oldest and most hotly debated controversies in gov-
ernment and in political science - the power of public bureaucrats.

m The dictatorship of the official?
The power of the official

Like many other political institutions, the state bureaucracy is (a) essential
and (b) dangerous. On the one hand, public bureaucracies are essential parts
of the state apparatus to implement policies and deliver public services. Can
you imagine any contemporary government without a small army of bureau-
crats to organise public elections, collect taxes, administer state pensions, run
schools and hospitals, provide welfare services, draw up contracts for mili-
tary hardware, inspect the roads, ensure that public health and safety regula-
tions are observed, run police and fire services and answer queries about all
these from the general public? Whether these are public or private operations
makes no difference to the fact that bureaucrats of some kind are indispens-
able. Bureaucracies are also supposed to administer these services in a consist-
ent, efficient and universal manner, rather than an arbitrary, idiosyncratic and
corrupt one. In this sense, they are not only essential for the administration of
large-scale government, but they promote equality and democracy as well.

At the same time, bureaucracies are also potentially powerful and anti-
democratic. They have a reputation for being inefficient, rigid, bound by red-
tape, secretive and impersonal. They can also nurture a ‘bureaucratic ethos’
that is managerial, technocratic, inflexible and undemocratic. Bureaucrats
also have their own interests, which may conflict with those of politicians
and the public. It is important, therefore, that public bureaucracies are con-
trolled by elected representatives who, in turn, are accountable to the public.
But are ministers in control?

According to the German social scientist Max Weber, it is the dictatorship
of the official that is on the march, not that of the worker. He denies the
Marxist theory that the workers can seize power by revolutionary action, and
points to the enormous power of the permanent officials who actually run
public bureaucracies whatever party is supposed to be in power. Among these,
central government bureaucrats are especially important, although precisely
the same argument applies to all forms of public and private bureaucracy -
parties or large pressure groups (see chapters 10 and 13). Weber had three
main reasons for claiming that civil servants are the masters rather than the
servants of the state:

e Qualifications and expertise Politicians are not necessarily selected for their
educational qualifications or managerial abilities. Senior bureaucrats
are often hand-picked for their intelligence and ability and then highly
trained.
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e Permanence Politicians come and go as they move political jobs or lose elec-
tions, and their influence on any given ministry tends to be short lived.
Career administrators stay in post for a long time and have a potential for
exercising a long-term influence.

e Experience With permanence comes long-term and specialised experience
as well as inside knowledge of how things work.

To these three considerations we can add two other factors that make it dif-
ficult for politicians to control their bureaucrats:

e Secrecy Civil servants sometimes protect themselves with powerful secrecy
rules, which makes it difficult for politicians and the public to find out
what is going on.

e Fragmentation We often think of the state bureaucracy as a single organisa-
tion shaped like a pyramid with power to control the smoothly working
machine concentrated at the very top. In reality, it is often a highly decen-
tralised - not to say ramshackle - structure of ministries, departments,
agencies, commissions, units and offices, each with its own traditions,
modes of operation, interests and powers. The ‘ship of state’ is not so
much a huge oil tanker that takes a long time to change direction, as a
whole fleet of ships and boats, all going in their own direction, and all
handling the winds and tides in their own way. This makes it difficult to
control and co-ordinate the public bureaucracies.

Mechanisms of control

To say that state bureaucrats may be difficult to control is not to say that they
cannot be controlled. There are all sorts of ways of trying to enforce their
compliance, if enforcement is necessary:

e Politically appointed administrators and policy advisors - see above.

e Law Bureaucrats are not above the law, and there is a rapid growth of
administrative law regulating their behaviour, as well as a greater ten-
dency to use the courts to overturn administrative action.

e Recruitment and training Training can be used to instil in bureaucrats a pro-
fessional ethos of public service. However, this can cut both ways: inten-
sive training can also result in a bureaucratic culture of isolation, secrecy
and self-interest.

e Representative bureaucracy Some countries have tried to make their state
bureaucracy representative of the general public rather than being a sepa-
rate elite with interests of its own. The Proporz
system which ensures a balance of recruits Affirmative action Policies designed to
from the major parties is found in Austria. EEEES pgstdlscrlmmatlon. Aﬁnrma’qve action

. . B B may require state bureaucracies to increase

Another method involves affirmative action . oo o nd minority groups.
and equal opportunity policies that recruit
from a broad cross section of the population and especially from women
and minority groups. Many state bureaucracies now have affirmative
action programmes of one kind or another.
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New Public Management (NPM) This
refers to the reforms of the public sector in
the 1980s and 1990s, based mainly on what
was thought to be private sector practice and

e Scrutiny, auditing and regulation Financial controls are increasingly used to
regulate and limit bureaucratic operations, as are elaborate procedures
for scrutinising, auditing and monitoring them. Ironically, modern pub-
lic bureaucracies have sometimes created small teams of bureaucrats to
ensure that the bureaucracy is kept as small as possible. Parliamentary
committees are also increasingly involved and, as we saw in chapter 7, have
increased their efforts to keep a ‘watching brief” over state bureaucracies.

e Open government Bureaucratic secrecy can be reduced by ‘sunshine laws’ to
promote transparency and public scrutiny. Sunshine laws aim to shine light
into the dark corners of state activity so that we can see what is going on.

e Ombudsmen These have been appointed to protect the public against mal-
administration and abuse of power (see chapter 4).

B The New Public Management: reinventing
government

It is clear by now that there is an inevitable tension between (a) the bureau-
cratic goal of efficiency and the democratic requirements of participation and
debate, and (b) the policy making roles of politicians and the administrative
jobs of state bureaucrats. In addition there is
sometimes, rightly or wrongly, severe criticism
of public bureaucracy on the grounds that it is
either inefficient and lazy, or imperialistic and

consisting mainly of privatisation, deregula- expansionist - sometimes both simultaneously.
tion, business management techniques and As a result, a wave of ‘New Public Management’
‘marketisation’. Known also as ‘reinventing (NPM) reforms has swept across democracies
government’, it is said to have had the effect of  since the 1970s. These reforms have taken two
‘hollowing out’ the state. main directions (often at the same time).
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Privatisation and market efficiency

Many public services have been privatised, which is assumed to make them
more competitive and efficient. Some government departments have been
transformed into private and semi-private agencies that are contracted by
the state to deliver certain services at a fixed cost. Their CEOs are often not
career civil servants but ‘hired guns’ on short-term, commercial contracts.
Bureaucracies remaining in the public sector have often been decentralised,
obliged to contract out some of their functions (e.g. computer maintenance
and servicing), and adopt competitive internal markets in which divisions
within the same bureaucracy ‘sell their services’ to each other. In other cases
public sector agencies have cooperated with private organisations to provide
public services by public-private partnerships. The purpose of these different
reforms is to privatise the routine bureaucratic operations of the state, so that
they are driven by the competitive forces of the market (or quasi-markets) to
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become more efficient. Another purpose is to separate those who ‘steer’ (think
about policy and plan future developments) from those who ‘row’ (carry out
the routine tasks), on the grounds that those who steer ought not to have to
worry about the business of rowing.

Empowerment

A second set of reforms has been designed to change what were believed
to be rigid, hierarchical, faceless and rule-bound public bureaucracies deliv-
ering ‘one-size-fits-all’ services into flexible, accountable and user-friendly
agencies that are responsive to citizens’ demands. Public participation in run-
ning public services has been encouraged by school boards, customer com-
plaint arrangements, computer communication and user groups. Street-level
bureaucrats who interact with the public have been given more discretion
over individual cases, making decision more flexible and personal.

New Public Management reforms are highly controversial and the evidence
for and against the them is inconclusive and ambiguous (see controversy 8.1).
Moreover, their importance has been overtaken by the interest in electronic
government and electronic democracy. This focuses on the potential for new
forms of electronic communication to make it easier for citizens to inform
themselves about and participate in politics, and easier for citizens to hold
government accountable.

m Theories of public bureaucracy

Theories of public bureaucracy (sometimes
known as the civil service) take different views
of the power of administrative agencies of the
state. According to Weber, the bureaucracy is
powerful, but he has little to say about how the bureaucrats will use their
power. According to rational-choice theory, the bureaucracy is capable of con-
trolling public policy, and does so to promote its own interests. According to
clientelist theory, however, some bureaucracies are used by politicians for
their own political purposes.

Civil service The body of civilian officials (not
members of the armed forces) employed by
the state to work in government departments.

The rational-legal ideal-type

Max Weber argues that society modernises itself by becoming more bureau-

cratic. Bureaucracy itself expresses the ethos of modern society because it is

based upon legitimate power, and organised in a

rational way according to formal rules. Weber Ideal-type An analytical construct that simplifies
defined bureaucracy as the most efficient method ~ reality and picks out its most important features,
of performing large-scale administrative tasks, t© Selve asa model that allows us to understand
and created an ideal-type of bureaucracy with and compare the complexities of the real world.
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CONTROVERSY 8.1

The New Public Management

Defenders of NPM argue that:

Specialised agencies can concentrate on their core activity — the efficient delivery of good and
cheap services to their clients — without the distraction of policy making and the general oversight
of public services.

Senior civil servants are not distracted by the supervision of routine operations and can focus on
their main job of policy making, long-term planning and strategic thinking.

A smaller and more efficient public sector releases resources for private economic development.
Forced by market and quasi-market competition and by the new client focus, public services are
more responsive to citizen needs and demands.

Released from public bureaucracy rules and constraints, agencies are better able to recruit the
best talents to their workforce.

NPM management has ‘depoliticised’” public services by taking decisions out of the hands of
politicians.

Critics argue that:

Privatisation The process of con-

verting public services and amenities
to private ones.
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The benefits and impact of NPM have been exaggerated. The established civil service model con-
tinues to dominate even with the most radical and far-reaching NPM reforms. Most government
functions are still carried out by the hierarchical and centralised bureaucracies of government
departments.

Since we have few accurate or reliable measures of public service efficiency before NPM changes,
we cannot know whether the public sector is more efficient now.

NPM reforms are not as common in developing countries as in advanced ones, and it is said that
the benefits in developing countries are smaller.

The costs of reforming and dismantling old systems must be weighed against their sometimes
rather modest benefits.

The creation of many agencies providing public services has fragmented government into small
pieces in a time when joined-up government is crucial to its coherence and success. Government
is even less integrated and co-ordinated than it was.

NPM has sometimes resulted in the privatisation of public monopolies, and the introduction of
markets and quasi-markets in the public sector has not eliminated the mistakes and inefficiencies
that characterise both private and public sectors.

Some privatised and deregulated services have had to be re-regulated and taken back into the
public sector in all but name. It is widely claimed that deregula-
tion, particularly in the USA and the UK, contributed signifi-
cantly to the collapse of the financial system across the world
in autum 2008, so the whole approach is now questioned.
Privatisation has replaced the ethos of public service and professional care with the profit motive.
Economic efficiency is not the only or best measure of some public services. Fairness, justice and
equity also matter. We might want to judge public transport by its pollution, social services by their
care, refuse disposal by its recycling, and education by its ability to develop individual talents and
creativity.

Agencies have not so much depoliticised services as made them more responsive to wealthy and
powerful groups. Good services are more likely to be provided for those who shout the loudest
and apply the greatest pressures.
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rationality, legality, hierarchy and formal rules as its core features. An ideal-
type bureaucracy is characterised by its:

1. Hierarchy (or pyramid) of command, with authority based on official pos-
ition (as opposed to personal characteristics such as age, gender, race,
party membership, or religion).

2. Civil service of salaried professionals appointed and promoted according to
their specialised competence, training and experience.

3. Formal rules determining individual decisions and behaviour (rather than
personal or arbitrary decisions) so that individual cases are treated in the
same, predictable way.

4. Rationality - the choice of appropriate means to achieve given ends.

5. Record keeping, providing bureaucracies with an ‘institutional memory’ of
what has been done in the past, and the rules and precedents governing
this action.

It is often pointed out that no real-life bureaucracy can function in this way.
In the first place, the mechanical application of rules is bound to create injus-
tice and hostility if people feel themselves to be no more than numbers or
cogs in a wheel. Life cannot be reduced to rules, precedents and routines,
and a human element almost always intrudes into bureaucratic operations.
Bureaucracies invariably develop an ‘informal organisation’ of short-cuts,
personal contacts and unofficial procedures that help ease of operation and
efficiency.

In the second place, it is said that bureaucratic means will become ends in
themselves if bureaucrats blindly follow rules and refuse to take initiatives
or responsibility - something known as ‘trained incapacity’. What sets out to
be an efficient way of running the modern state may becomes inefficient; it
may even be anti-democratic if trained incapacity prevents the efficient and
responsive delivery of public services. As a result, real-life bureaucracies may
work very differently from the ideal-type, something that has given rise to a
huge amount of empirical research.

In the best of all possible worlds, public bureaucracies would come close
to Weber’s ideal-type but combine it with a degree of informal organisation
to improve efficiency and responsiveness to clients. However, the informal
element must not lead to corruption, such as bureaucrats taking bribes to
‘ease’ the way for clients, and it is easy to slip into practices that are not at
all compatible with democratic principles. This is the problem in some of the
new democracies that suffer from clientelism and patronage, where civil ser-
vice jobs are rewards for political loyalty, not merit.

Clientelism

In contrast to the impersonal, politically neutral, rule-bound and universalis-
tic Weberian model, clientelism involves the political use of public office for
personal gain - power, or money, or both. The clientelist government acts as a
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patron that distributes favours and benefits in the form of public jobs,
money, contracts and pensions in return for political support. Jobs in the
state bureaucracy are filled not necessarily according to merit, professional
training or experience, but by those who support the government in power.
Contracts are given not according to cost and quality of work, but for material
and political gain. Voters are rewarded for their support with jobs, money or
gifts, and those who donate money to the party are rewarded with jobs, con-
tracts and special concessions. In other words, clientelism is an institutional-
ised form of patronage summarised by the old adage: ‘To the victor belong the
spoils.’ It can easily become corruption.

Clientelism in the public service is found to a varying degree in most states,
but it is strong in some, especially in some of the less well developed dem-
ocracies of Latin America, Africa and central Europe. It is also found in Italy
and the USA (where it is popularly known as ‘the spoils system’, or ‘machine
politics’). It is closely associated with poverty, inequality, corruption and the
weak rule of law. In some countries it is more or less formalised and public,
to the extent that it is known and accepted that members or supporters of a
given party will get certain public jobs if that party is in power. In some coun-
tries, even professors in universities owe their job to the party they support.
There are ‘mass clientelist’ parties in France, Italy and Mexico. Clientelism
is found mainly in societies that are rapidly modernising, urbanising and
industrialising, and in those that are struggling to throw off a recent history
of authoritarian rule that rested on clientalism and patronage. Nevertheless,
clientalism obstructs both democratic and economic development.

The new right, rational choice and the
New Public Management

The ‘new right’ theory of bureaucracy is not so much a theory as a polit-
ical argument about the need to reform government and ‘roll back the fron-
tiers of the state’. The argument was developed in the 1980s and 1990s by
politicians (notably Ronald Reagan in the USA and Margaret Thatcher in the
UK), who favoured a classical liberal belief in a minimal state, and therefore
favoured cutting taxes and services and privatising the public sector wher-
ever possible, with the exception of public support for such things as farm-
ing, business and the military. The new right’s belief that government should
be ‘reinvented’, and that the state should be ‘hollowed out’, borrowed heavily
from rational-choice theories of the state and bureaucracy.

Rational choice and bureaucracy

In his two influential and widely quoted books (Bureaucracy and Representative
Government, 1971, and Bureaucracy and Public Economics,1994), William Niskanen
argues that state bureaucrats are self-interested, like anyone else, and try to
maximise their position by expanding their budgets and staff. The bigger
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their departments, the greater their power and prestige, the larger their sal-
aries and the bigger their pensions. Their special knowledge and experience -
Niskanen calls this the ‘agency problem’ - makes it difficult for politicians to
resist these expansionist goals. As a result, public goods and services are over-
produced at the public expense and the public sector grows fat.

The theory has been widely criticised for the oversimplified assumptions
it makes:

e It assumes that bureaucrats are energetically self-seeking, but might we
just as easily assume that they are lazy and want an easy life?

e It assumes that bureaucrats pursue their own self-interest, but might they
not also be concerned about the public interest?

e It assumes that bureaucrats will not recognise or care about the prob-
lem of over-production, but might they equally be trying to combat this
problem?

e It assumes that bureaucrats will not serve their political masters, but
might they not have a professional ethic of public service?

Though it is an elegant theory, few attempts have ever been made to test it
empirically. However, allied with the new right politicians and a revival of
liberal free-market economics, rational-choice theory had a strong influence
on the ‘New Public Management’.

The New Public Management

Central to NPM theories of the public sector is the belief that bureaucracies
are costly because they are not competitive, as the economic market is said
to be, and because they interfere with the efficient workings of the private sector.
Public bureaucracies should therefore be cut, privatised and decentralised,
and market principles introduced wherever possible in order to reduce pub-
lic spending and prevent government ‘interference’ with private enterprise.
The incentives for public bureaucrats to maximise their spending should also
be limited, to encourage small and efficient operations instead. Some govern-
ment departments have been replaced by agencies that are supposed to be run
along business lines to provide government with services and facilities under
‘market-like’ contractual arrangements. These are run not by career public
servants but by business executives on fixed-term commercial contracts. The
routine tasks of government (processing forms, emptying dustbins, maintain-
ing public property, even running hospitals, schools, and prisons) can be pri-
vatised and decentralised, leaving a small core of top civil servants to ‘steer,
not row’.

On the consumer side of public services NPM reforms have tried to reduce
what are believed to be the serious problems of bureaucratic inertia, secrecy
and unresponsiveness to the public. It re-defines public service clients as ‘cus-
tomers’ (like those of shops, car salesmen, and cafés), and tries to make public
bureaucracies more responsive to the needs of ordinary citizens.
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Externality A cost or benefit that does not fall
on those who are responsible for the decision
or action that creates the externality, and which
they do not take into account when they take

the action.
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The NPM wave swept across many democracies in the 1980s and 1990s, but

we have yet to find out whether it has resulted in real gains for the public sec-
tor. It will take many years for the benefits and disadvantages to emerge, and
even then they will not be clear because of all the problems of measuring and
comparing public and private sectors and services, and of lack of evidence

about the situation before and after NPM. Besides,
there are many side effects and externalities of
market and public services, which are sometimes
ignored, and are exceedingly difficult to quantify.
More important, the failure of the deregulated
financial market in autumn 2008 has resulted in

a complete rethinking of deregulation and privatisation and strong calls for a
return to public controls and even public ownership.

® What have we learned?

This chapter deals with controversies about the role and power of public
bureaucrats. It argues that:

Policy making is the job of elected politicians who head government
departments and ministries, but the day-to-day administration of govern-
ment business is carried out by appointed officials (otherwise known as
bureaucrats, civil servants, public servants, or permanent officials).
Appointed officials are accountable to, and work under the policy direc-
tion of, their political masters, the elected politicians.

However, the distinction between policy making and administration is
not clear or unambiguous, and the considerable overlap between the
two makes for a confusion of roles, especially since the senior bureau-
crats (mandarins) work closely with politicians and act as their policy
advisors.

Appointed officials are said to be able to exercise power over their nom-
inal political masters by virtue of their superior ability, qualifications and
experience. State bureaucracies are also known for their secrecy and frag-
mentation, which makes it difficult for politicians to control them.

Lessons of comparison

Aware of the potential for bureaucratic power, politicians have tried
three general methods of controlling their bureaucrats: (1) trying to
enforce rules and a culture of bureaucratic political neutrality; (2) replac-
ing the top level of the bureaucracy with political appointees favour-
able to a new government; and (3) recruiting the bureaucracy from a
broad cross section of the population to make it politically and socially
representative.



Implementation: the public bureaucracy

e More specific methods for controlling bureaucrats include appointing
political advisors, introducing scrutiny and auditing, applying principles
of ‘open government’, and appointing ombudsmen.

e The New Public Management (NPM) practices that have swept across many
states since the 1980s privatised many public services, deregulated many
private businesses and introduced market or ‘quasi-market’ practices to
try to make public services more competitive and efficient. Attempts have
also been made to empower public service ‘customers’ to make public bur-
eaucracies responsive to public demands.

e The reforms of public bureaucracies are controversial, and their effective-
ness is difficult to judge. The recent crisis in the deregulated financial
system has lead to many demands for re-regulation.

1. ‘State bureaucracy is essential and dangerous.” What do you
understand by this statement, and how can we reconcile these two
characteristics of bureaucracy?

2. Assess the nature and effectiveness of New Public Management
(NPM) reforms in your municipality:

e Who took the initiative?

e What were the main reforms?
e What were the main goals?

o« What were the consequences?
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PART Il

Citizens, elites and interest
mediation

Part Il of this book has discussed the formal institutions of government. Part Ill now
looks at the politics of everyday life as practised by people — ordinary citizens and
political leaders. The division between parts Il and Ill implies a distinction between
the structures and institutions of government, on the one hand, and the political
attitudes and behaviour of individuals, on the other. A similar distinction is drawn
between government institutions and structures, which are relatively fixed, and pol-
itical processes, which are dynamic. At other times, a distinction is drawn between
macro- and micro-analysis. Macro-analysis is concerned with large-scale phenomena,
and often compares countries or broad sweeps of historical change. Micro-analysis
deals with parts of the whole, usually the smallest ‘unit’ of political analysis — the
individual. For this reason much micro-analysis often studies individual voting behav-
iour, or uses survey analysis to study attitudes and behaviour.

The distinctions between institutions and behaviour, between structures and proc-
esses and between macro and micro, are useful for studying government and polit-
ics, but we must always remember that they are simply different aspects of precisely
the same thing. Structures and institutions set a framework for everyday political life;
political attitudes and behaviour help to shape structures.

Part Ill starts with an account of the political attitudes and behaviour of individuals.
If we understand what people think and believe about politics we are better able
to understand their behaviour. Or perhaps we should put it the other way round:
unless we understand political attitudes and values, we will never understand why
people behave the way they do. Besides, what people believe and how they behave
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can have a profound and direct impact on what governments do, and they can

also help to shape the structures and institutions of the state itself. So the study of
attitudes and behaviour is important in its own right, and because of the impact they
have on governments and the state. Chapter 9 is therefore about political attitudes,
values and behaviour.

However, few of us have much political significance as individuals on our own.
Most of us join with others in voluntary organisations, pressure groups and social
movements in order to achieve our political goals. What we cannot do as isolated
citizens we can try to achieve through trade unions or professional associations,
pressure groups or social movements, which try to exercise organised influence over
government. Chapter 10 therefore, looks at the politics of pressure groups.

The mass media are crucial in political life because they are the means by which
citizens, groups and leaders acquire political information and try to influence each
other. The mass media are also thought to be powerful political actors in their own
right. Accordingly, chapter 11 tumns to the politics of the mass media and their
influence.

Elections determine who is to take control of government. They are vital to the
conduct of politics and tell us a lot about how ordinary citizens relate to politics.
Electoral behaviour is probably one of the best topics for research on mass politics
and an important part of comparative politics. Chapter 12 therefore pays attention to
voters and elections.

And, last in part lll, chapter 13 deals with a very special and particularly important
type of voluntary organisation — political parties. Parties have a chapter of their own
because they are so important.

The five chapters in part Ill examine the key aspects of political attitudes, institu-
tions and behaviour:

« Political attitudes and behaviour

*  Pressure groups and social movements
« The mass media

« Voters and elections

 Party government.



9 Political attitudes and
behaviour

Everyone has their own view of politics, and their own interests and ideas and
ways of behaving. But individuals do not exist in isolation and nor are they
unique. If this were the case it would make no sense to talk about ‘the work-
ing class’ or ‘youth cultures’, or to make generalisations about ‘left-wing intel-
lectuals’ or ‘right-wing business interests’. At a still more general level, citizens
of the same country usually share similar
assumptions and views about politics, which
makes the Swedes different from the Chileans,
the Spanish different from the South Africans
and the South Koreans different from the Irish.
Political scientists find it useful to label these shared patterns of beliefs and
attitudes ‘the political culture’. The first part of the chapter discusses the pol-
itical values and attitudes of individuals and groups, and examines how mod-
ern research has tried to understand and explain political cultures.

Values and attitudes are important in their own right, but they are also
significant because they tell us something about how people are likely to
behave, and behaviour has a big and direct
impact on political life. In order to understand
what people do, and why they do it, it is neces-
sary to understand what they think. For example,

Political culture The pattern of attitudes,
values and beliefs about politics, whether
they are conscious or unconscious, explicit or
implicit.

Values Basic ethical priorities that constrain
and give shape to individual attitudes and
beliefs.

171



FOUNDATIONS OF COMPARATIVE POLITICS

172

it is not enough to know that someone did not vote in an election: we need to
know whether their inaction was caused by apathy, alienation, or content-
ment. In the right circumstances, the alienated may take to the streets in
revolutionary action, leaving the apathetic at home watching television.

There is another good reason for trying to understand political cultures.
The structures and institutions of government rest, it is argued, on cultural
foundations. If most people are satisfied with the way their system of gov-
ernment works, then it is likely to be stable over time. If a large propor-
tion is dissatisfied and takes political action, then the system may come
under pressure to change. Democratic political institutions rest upon demo-
cratic cultures, and a combination of democratic cultures and institutions
produces stable democracy. In other words, there are two good reasons for
studying political culture: it helps to explain individual behaviour and it
helps to explain the persistence of democratic institutions and structures
of government.

In this chapter, we examine the political attitudes and behaviour of citi-
zens and political leaders. The major topics in this chapter are:

e Political attitudes
e Political behaviour
e Theories of political attitudes and behaviour.

m Political attitudes
Political interests and identity

We know from our own experience that political attitudes and behaviour are
not random. People with the same background often have a lot in common
politically: manual workers differ from managers and professionals, students
from their parents and teachers, and men from women. Individuals build
their political ideas around their personal circumstances and interests, and
when we talk about political interests we mean two sorts of things:

e Material interests - money, promotion, taxes, security
e ]deal interests - political values and ideals, such as a sense of justice and
freedom, religious beliefs, or a left-right political position.

We should not underestimate the importance of ideal interests and values
in trying to understand what people think about politics, and why they act
the way they do. Many of the most important events in political history have
been brought about by people prepared to fight and die for their material
and ideal interests, and this means political beliefs and values that may have
nothing to do with their own material circumstances.

How people define their material and ideal interests, is in turn, closely con-
nected with who and what they think they are. They may define themselves
as a member of a social class, or an ethnic or religious group, or perhaps as
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part of a gender, or age, or regional group. How people see the political world
depends on how they believe they fit into it, and how they see their own
political identity. According to this approach, politics is a struggle between
people and groups whose material and ideal
interests vary according to their class, region,
ethnicity, age, gender, language, or nationality.

Political identity The way that people [abe
themselves as belonging to a particular
(e.g. hatior}state, or caste, group,

religious group).

Political culture

One of the most influential approaches to the study of political attitudes,
values and behaviour in the post-war period has been built around the study
of political culture. The concept is an elusive and complex one, and it can
be loose and vague, but we can best see political culture as a sort of map of
how people think and behave. A map is not the real thing, it deals only with
selected and general features of the world, but it can be a useful guide to
the real thing. In the same way, political culture does not reproduce every
detail of what citizens know and think and feel about politics, but it can be
a useful and simplified guide to the most important features of individual
beliefs, values and attitudes. Used well, the concept helps us to focus on what
is important and to see patterns in what would otherwise be a confused jum-
ble of individual features (see controversy 9.1).

CONTROVERSY 9.1
Political culture as a tool of political science: for and against
For

e Studies of political culture have produced important empirical findings about political attitudes and
behaviour — e.g. the role of education and the family, and the importance and origins of compe-
tence, social trust and national pride. These were often overlooked or underestimated in previous
studies.

e Political culture is claimed to be a ‘bedrock’ variable — it changes slowly and provides continuity. As
a foundation of democracy, political values and assumptions are more important than the more
changeable political attitudes usually discussed by newspapers and opinion polls.

e Political culture is a key concept linking (1) the micro-politics of individuals with the macro-politics
of institutions and states, (2) subjective (values and attitudes) with the objective (e.g. voting
behaviour) and (3) history and traditions with current circumstances and events.

e Sample surveys reveal differences in attitudes and behaviour that may be better explained by ‘soft’
cultural variables (values, religious background, education) than by ‘harder variables (social class,
wealth) or by structural variables (election rules, government powers).

e Political culture certainly does not explain everything, but it helps to explain quite a wide range of
phenomena from economic development and political stability, to democratic development and
political behaviour.

e The study of political cultures is often based upon ‘hard" and extensive quantitative data drawn
from surveys.
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Against

Political socialisation The process by
which individuals acquire their political values,
attitudes and habits.
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Political culture is said to be a ‘soft, ‘residual’, ‘dustbin’, or ‘fuzzy’ concept that can be used to
explain everything and therefore nothing, especially where it is used when other explanations have
failed — since the event is not explained by economic, class, constitutional, or other variables it
must be explained by culture. Culture is often used as a post hoc (after the event) explanation that
is not put to an empirical test.

Political culture explanations risk being circular: we infer what people believe from how they
behave, and then explain why they behave from what they believe. For example: people behave
democratically because they hold democratic values, and we know that they hold democratic
values because they behave democratically.

Political culture is closely associated with attitudes and behaviour because it is close to them in the
long causal chain of their determinants. Political scientists should search for causes that are further
away in the causal chain — e.g. historical, or economic, or psychological.

Cultures and structures are mutually interdependent and tend to go together. It is not surprising,
therefore that cultures and structures are associated, but which is cause and effect?

Some argue for a ‘bottom-up’ explanation in which the system is shaped and moulded by mass
opinions and behaviour, others for a ‘top-down’ explanation in which structures shape or constrain
attitudes and behaviour. If both processes operate, as they well may, how can we ever sort

them out?

Research can show the existence of sub-cultures, but not their relative importance. For example, is
the elite culture more important than the mass culture, and how can we tell? Similarly, how much
citizen participation is necessary to describe a national culture as ‘participant’ — 33 per cent, 40 per
cent, 50 per cent, or perhaps 66 per cent?

Where does the political culture come from? It may be useful to describe a nation’s culture as ‘par-
ticipant' or ‘alienated’, but why is it like this? Why do countries have different political cultures and
where do they come from?

One argument against political culture explanations is that they deal only with the /ast link in a long
chain of causes of political behaviour. The real and basic causes of behaviour may be historical, or
economic (Marxist and class theory), or perhaps lie in individual psychology.

Culture is not innate: we are not born with a genetic imprint of a political
culture in our brains. Rather, we absorb the political culture that surrounds
us through the process of political socialisation,
which passes on culture from one generation to
the next. Hence cultures persist over time. We
also absorb the culture of our own social back-
ground and group. Hence political cultures are patterned.

Persistence

Political cultures are passed on from one generation to the next so they per-
sist over time. They do change, of course, but they usually change slowly
according to the accumulation of events and experiences, unless there is
some traumatic event (war, revolution, economic collapse) to bring about a
major change.
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Pattern

Political cultures are patterned because members of the same social groups
tend to be socialised into the same set of attitudes and values. They are
also patterned because beliefs are often connected in a systematic way. For
example, those in favour of minority group rights are likely to approve of
Third World aid, and to have liberal social attitudes as well.

The civic culture

The first and most influential study of political culture was the book The Civic
Culture (1963) by Gabriel A. Almond (1911-2002) and Sidney Verba (1932-).
They define political culture as a pattern of
political orientations to political objects such as
parliament, elections or the nation. They then
divide orientations into three dimensions:

Political orientation A predisposition or pro-
pensity to view politics in a certain way.

e Cognitive
e Affective
e Evaluative.

Cognitive

To participate in politics, citizens must be aware of, know about and under-
stand something about their political system - its main institutions, histor-
ical events, election system, political figures and national background.

Affective

To participate in politics, citizens must believe that politics is important
enough to take up their time. It is significant, for example, that two out of
three citizens in Austria, The Netherlands and Norway claim an interest in pol-
itics, compared with fewer than one in three in Argentina, Chile and Spain.

Evaluative
To know how they should participate in politics,

citizens must also evaluate the system: Subjective or internal efficacy The extent
to which ordinary citizens feel that they can

e Should it be supported or reformed (political make their views and actions count in the pol-

support)? itical system.
e Do ordinary citizens have enough influence
(subjective or internal effica.cy)? System or external efficacy The extent to
* Does the system operate as it should (system  which ordinary citizens feel that political leaders
or external efficacy) and institutions are responsive to their wishes.

The fact that almost nine out of ten Norwegians are satisfied with their gov-
ernment, compared with fewer than one in ten in Japan, tells us something
about the state of politics in these two countries.
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According to Almond and Verba, to measure a political culture requires
collecting systematic information from a random sample of the population
about the most important aspects of these three dimensions. On the basis
of their study of (West) Germany, Italy, Mexico, the UK and the USA, they
identified three pure types of political culture, and showed that these were
combined in different proportions in the countries they surveyed. They also
identified a fourth type that, they said, was the mixture that came closest to
a democratic culture:

e Parochial cultures have a low level of awareness, knowledge and involve-
ment with government. They are usually Third World and rural societies
with poor education, low economic development and poor communica-
tions, but there are pockets of parochialism in developed countries as
well. In The Civic Culture, Mexico came closest to the parochial model.

e In subject cultures, people are aware of government and what it does (its
outputs) but do not participate much (citizen inputs). Subject cultures
are mainly found in non-democracies that emphasise the power of gov-
ernment rather than citizen rights and duties. Subject cultures do not
encourage enough democratic participation. The Civic Culture found West
Germany in the 1950s to have elements of a subject culture.

e In participant cultures, citizens are knowledgeable about politics, attach
an importance to them and participate because they feel competent and
knowledgeable. The Civic Culture found the UK and the USA closest to this
culture. The danger is democratic overload, in which too much participa-
tion produces too many political demands.

Therefore, the best political culture for a democracy is:

e The civic culture, in which subject and participant cultures are mixed to

produce neither too much nor too little participation. Citizens are active

and elites respond to their demands, but citizens

Civic culture The term used by Almond and 4150 trust their political leaders and give them a

o TIPS degee of independence. Amond and Ver

democracy. found that the UK in the late 1950s came closest
to the civic culture.

The Civic Culture argued that political culture was a crucial theoretical concept

that mediated between the micro- and subjective properties of a political sys-

tem, and its macro-, institutional features. Culture is shared by individuals, so

aggregate individual statistics (i.e. national aver-

ages) describe the properties of the system as a

whole. Cultures and structures are also mutually

inter-dependent, so they must ‘fit’ each other. As

we saw in chapter 4, democratic constitutions

are like fortresses - their institutions must be well designed and well built,

but they must also be well manned by democrats who believe in them. When

the culture matches the structure they are said to be congruent, but when

they do not fit, the culture is said to exhibit political alienation. According to

Political alienation A feeling of detachment,
estrangement, or critical distance from politics,
often because the alienated feel there is some-
thing basically wrong with the political system.
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Almond and Verba, Italy in the 1950s had an alienated culture because the
democratic attitudes and behaviour of citizens were not matched by a suffi-
ciently democratic structure. Alienated cultures were likely to produce a
demand for change and a degree of political instability. In extreme cases they
could generate mass pressures for political change, perhaps even revolution,
as they did in central and eastern Europe in the 1980s.

Materialism and post-materialism

Almond and Verba’s work had a huge impact in its time and stimulated many
similar studies in the 1960s, but the approach lost favour in the 1970s and
1980s. It was revived, in large part, by Ronald Inglehart (1934-) who con-
ducted a series of social surveys in many countries over a thirty-year period
into what he calls materialism and post-materialism. Whereas Almond and
Verba were mainly concerned with the persistence of political cultures over
time and their relationship with stable democracy, Inglehart is interested in
cultural and political change. His work starts from two basic propositions:

e Rapid economic development in the last hundred years has taken care of
the basic material needs of most people in the west. Consequently, their
values are shifting from material concerns (food, health, physical safety,
social order) to post-material ones (civil liberties, the environment, job sat-
isfaction, political and community participation, self-expression and the
quality of life). Rising levels of education and an improved standard of
living have caused a fundamental transformation of political values from
material to post-material cultures.

e The shift from material to post-material values is slow because most
people acquire their political culture in early socialisation and change
their views only slowly after that. The clearest signs of the shift show up
in the younger, wealthier and better-educated generation.

Inglehart’s culture shift from materialism to post-materialism is slow and
silent, yet in the long run it changes politics completely. Therefore Inglehart
speaks of The Silent Revolution, the title of his book published in 1977. He
argues that it nonetheless has profound and far-reaching effects, because it
is part of broader changes involving participation, equality, community and
self-expression. Post-materialism also involves greater tolerance of abortion,
divorce, euthanasia, sexual minorities, single parents and minority groups,
and opposition to nuclear energy and weapons and to the exploitation of the
environment.

Post-materialism first appeared in young, wealthy and well-educated groups
in the most affluent parts of the USA and western Europe in the 1960s. Early
signs appeared in the generation that produced the student revolutionaries
of 1968 in Berlin, California, London and Paris. The shift towards post-mate-
rial values therefore helps to explain the remarkable fact that the increasing
affluence of the 1960s did not induce a sense of satisfaction with society but,
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Cognitive mobilisation The process by 2.
which increasing knowledge and understanding
of the world helps to activate people to play a

part in it.
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on the contrary, resulted in a wave of political protest that tried to change
the political system.

Post-materialism, Inglehart says, has now spread to other parts of the
west and to other parts of the developed world, as these grow more afflu-
ent. As older, more materialist generations are replaced, so the proportion
of post-materialists in these countries is rising, and it is predicted that they
will be in a majority in many western countries by 2010. Among the dem-
ocracies, the highest proportions of post-materialists are found in Australia,
Austria, Canada, Italy, the Netherlands and the USA, the lowest in Estonia,
Hungary, India, Israel and Latvia. Moreover, as the younger generation
rises to positions of political power, so post-materialists will gain control of
governments. Nor is post-materialism limited to the western club of afflu-
ent nations. It is now found in developing countries such as China, Poland
and South Korea as they grow wealthier and better educated. In his 1995
book Modernization and Postmodernization, Inglehart finds a close association
between democracy and an emphasis on trust, tolerance, participation and
a sense of personal well-being. In contrast, populations with material and
survival values centring on money, safety and job security are likely to have
authoritarian governments.

Six far-reaching consequences of the shift to post-materialism are said
to be:

1. Cognitive mobilisation Education and wealth bring greater awareness of

politics and better skills to participate.

Replacement of class with cultural cleavages

Materialist versus post-materialist divisions

based on political cultures will gradually replace

the left-right divisions based on class.

3. Increased religious conflict Because post-materialists tend to oppose trad-
itional religion, there may be a religious backlash against them, espe-
cially from religious parties of the right.

4. More political participation The cognitive mobilisation of post-materialists
results in greater demands for grass-roots participation.

5. New forms of participation Post-materialists favour ‘new forms’ of direct par-
ticipation, community politics and new social movements, which means
the decline of ‘old’ forms of participation organised around bureaucratic
and hierarchical parties and pressure groups (see chapters 12 and 10).

6. New political issues Post-materialists are less involved in the left-right polit-
ics, and more interested in the environment, community politics, femin-
ism, individual freedom and racial equality.

The post-materialist thesis is supported by a good deal of survey evidence
from around the world, but not all the findings are consistent with it. Some
research on value change in western Europe in the post-war period shows a
rather different pattern:



Political attitudes and behaviour

1. Persistent left-right divisions The old left-right divisions have persisted,
although they have changed and weakened in some respects.

2. Fusion not replacement Post-materialism has not replaced materialism.
Rather elements of the old have been fused with elements of the new.

3. High tide of post-materialism? The evidence suggests that the drift towards
post-materialism among the youngest generations in western Europe
may be slowing, as economic conditions get harder, but it is too early to
say whether this a temporary or permanent trend.

4. A missing ingredient? Most post-materialists are young, well-educated and
middle class, but most young, well-educated, middle-class people are
not post-materialist. Is there something else that helps to produce post-
materialism?

Sub-cultures and elite cultures

No country has a perfectly uniform political culture and there are often

variations between sub-groups and regions. Indeed, the existence of materi-

alist political cultures side by side with post-materialism in the same coun-

try is evidence of the existence of sub-cultures. Members of a sub-culture

share in the larger culture, but they also have their own characteristics. For

example, the Canadian political culture differs in some important respects

from that in Finland and South Africa, but at the same time French- and

English-speaking Canadians have their own

political sub-cultures. Sub-cultures are typic- Political elite The relativel'y' small number
. sy .. . . of people at the top of a political system who

ally aligned with important divisions in society . . .

. L. exercise disproportionate influence or power
such as class, gender, generation, religion, over political decisions. If powerful enough it is
region or race. One of the most important sub- 5 ‘ryjing elite.
cultures in any society, however, is that of the
political elite.

Elite cultures are normally different from mass cultures, partly because
elites are often drawn from the best educated and more middle- and upper-
class sections of the population, and partly because they interact so closely
with each other over such long periods of time that they tend to develop their
own world view. Compared with mass cultures, elite cultures are:

e Abstract They tend to be organised around abstract political ideas and ideals
as well as dealing with the concrete policy issues of everyday political life.

e Complex They are more elaborate and systematic.

e Informed They are based on a good deal of information.

e Broad They cover most of the general and particular issues in politics.

Because of this, political elites are said to be
‘ideologues” who have a broader, more sophis-
ticated and better-informed view of the political
world, compared with most ordinary citizens.

Ideologues Those with an informed, broad,
sophisticated and more or less consistent
(systematic) view of politics.
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Authoritarian attitudes A system or
syndrome of attitudes based upon prejudice,
dogmatism, superstition, low tolerance for
ambiguity, hostility to out-groups (anti-semitism

Some political scientists argue that the social background and education of
western elites make them more democratic and tolerant, and with more lib-
eral and fewer authoritarian attitudes than the general population. According
to this view, democracy relies upon the civilised
and democratic values of educated elites and
their capacity to compromise and accept the
rules of the democratic game. Others argue, on

and racism) and obedience to authority. the contrary, that elites are more conservative
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than the masses, and that their liberal, demo-
cratic rhetoric simply disguises an interest in keeping power. This view argues
that elites prevent the mass from developing political skills and interests
because this would bring an end to elite power. We shall return to this theme
at the end of the chapter.

Political cleavages

We discussed the concept of ‘cleavage’ in chapter 1, but we return to it now
because it is important for an understanding of political attitudes and behav-
iour. The importance stems from the common observation that particular
social groups (distinguished by class, religion, ethnicity, language, region,or
some other social feature) often tend to be similar in their political attitudes
and behaviour. This brings us to social and political cleavages. Social cleavages
are not the same as political cleavages and social differences do not necessar-
ily turn into political differences. For a social cleavage to become politically
important, three conditions must be met:

1. Objective social differences Differences must be socially important and rec-
ognised by society - race, religion or language for example.

2. Subjective awareness It is not enough for objective differences to exist -
social groups must be aware of their identity and express them in their
social life.

3. Political organisation It is not enough for objective and subjective differ-
ences to exist. There must also be a capacity and willingness on the part
of political organisations such as parties and pressure groups to organise
those who are objectively different and subjectively aware of their iden-
tity, and to represent them and fight for their interests.

There is no automatic progress from (1) to (2) to (3). Tall people meet the first
criteria but not necessarily the second, and certainly not the third. Women
meet the first two criteria but not necessarily the third. Objective differences
must produce a collective identity, and collective identities must produce
organisations that defend collective interests before a social cleavage is trans-
formed into a political one. This leaves plenty of room for political activists
and political entrepreneurs to use social divisions for political purposes, and
it may even be be that social cleavages will not take a political form until and
unless political activists exploit them.
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The association of voting behaviour with social differences such as class,
religion and ethnicity is commonly understood and needs no more explan-
ation here, but the analysis of cleavages can be
taken an important step further. There is a sig-
nificant difference between divisions in society
that are superimposed one on top of the other
(reinforcing cleavages), and divisions that cut across each other (cross-cutting
cleavages). Where lines of class, religion, education and ethnicity coincide
they are more likely to create deep social differ-
ences between groups such that conflict breaks
out. The deep divisions between the black and
white populations of South Africa is a case in
point. But where social divisions overlap, they sew society together by its own
internal divisions (see briefing 9.1). For example, if a working-class person
belongs to a church and a sports club that has both working- and middle-class
members, the church and sports club will build bridges that cut across class
differences. This will tend to moderate working-class opinions because class
influences will pull in different directions. But social cleavages will be rein-
forced and polarised in the case of a working-class person who belongs to a
working-class church and a working-class sports club. This will tend to reinforce
and polarise political differences, so forming the basis for political attitudes
and behaviour, party membership, voting and political action in general.

Reinforcing cleavages Cleavages that are
laid one on top of the other, making them
potententially more important.

Cross-cutting cleavages Cleavages that are
laid across one another, thereby reducing their
capacity to divide.

Different cleavage lines

Historical developments in various countries resulted in different cleavages
and in different combinations of these cleavages. Important cleavages are:

e Religion Religion has a close association with politics. The Protestant
Reformation in western Europe in the sixteenth century has been
described as a critical juncture in its political history, and the Catholic
and Protestant divide remains a factor influencing political attitudes and
behaviour in Europe and in parts of Latin America to the present day.

e Ethnicity Ethnic differences, often linked to religious, national, language
and cultural differences, are often the basis of political cleavages, espe-
cially where they are associated with economic inequality.

e Spatial separation A social group that is concentrated in the same area is
more likely to generate its own political iden-
tity than groups that are mixed together in
the same place.- Spatial separatlop reinforced responsible for creating centralised and modern
the centre-periphery cleavage in the early nation-states, and other interests, usually on the
development of western states in which mod-  periphery of the state, which resisted this pro-
ernisers and centralisers of the state, usually cess. Centre—periphery cleavages are often, but
in the capital and other big cities, came into not always, geographical.
conflict with local elites and landowners of

Centre-periphery cleavage The political
cleavage between the social and political forces
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Briefing 9.1

Reinforcing and cross-cutting cleavages: Belgium and Switzerland

m Reinforcing cleavages

Belgium is divided between Flemish-speaking (Flemish is a version of Dutch) Flanders in the
north (57 per cent), and French-speaking Wallonia (42 per cent) in the south (reinforcing
language-regional cleavages), with Brussels, the capital city, a contested area in the middle.
Belgium is over 90 per cent Catholic (a cross-cutting cleavage) but the north is wealthier than
the south (a reinforcing cleavage) and the socio-linguistic/regional cleavage is so important that
parties are split along regional lines (reinforcing cleavages) creating highly fragmented party
systems and great difficulty in forming stable governments. The linguistic conflict became so
intense in the 1970s and 1980s that constitutional changes produced a decentralised federal
system of government in 1993. After severe political crises the autonomy of the three regions
was strengthened even more in 2008.

m Cross-cutting cleavages

Switzerland is divided by both language (German 65 per cent, French 20 per cent and Italian 8
per cent) and religion (46 per cent Catholic, 40 per cent Protestant). All but four of the twenty-
six cantons are linguistically homogeneous (a reinforcing cleavage) but the same language
groups have different regional dialects (a cross-cutting cleavage), and most cantons are of
mixed religion (a cross-cutting cleavage). Different language and religious groups often have the
same economic interests in tourism or banking (a cross-cutting cleavage). There is no dominant
city — Basel, Bern, Geneva, Lausanne and Ziirich share capital city functions — and most Swiss
identify with their nation (which cuts across the cleavages). Switzerland (a federal system) is a
highly stable and integrated nation.

rural areas and the periphery. The modernisers wanted to subject periph-
eral elites to the power and taxes of the centralising state, and the periph-
eral elites wanted to keep their power and wealth. Later this division was
overlaid by the industrial-agricultural cleavage, where the interests of
new, rich, industrial and commercial capitalists in the cities conflicted
with the interests of the more traditional rural landowners and farmers in
poorer rural areas.

Spatial separation is more likely to involve the concentration of ethnic, reli-
gious, linguistic or cultural groups in geographical areas. This sometimes pro-
duces separatist political movements that want self-government for their own
area. We see this in the Basque and Catalan regions of Spain, in Scotland,
Ireland and Wales in the UK, in the French-speaking population of Quebec in
Canada, the Sikh population and Khalistan in India, the Flemish and Walloon
regions of Belgium, the division of Czechoslovakia into Czech and Slovak states
in 1993, and the dissolution of the Yugoslavian state amid horrific bloodshed
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and genocide in the 1990s. Political conflict can erupt into violence and civil
war in places where social divisions coincide with spatial separation, and it is
often difficult (though not impossible) to develop and sustain democratic gov-
ernment. Federalism is one way of tackling the problem (see chapter 6).

Cleavages in countries and world regions

Democratic countries show a great variety of cleavage patterns, but many
of them can be grouped in a few general categories. Class and status formed
the basis of the main political cleavage in many early democracies in the
west (Australia, New Zealand, western Europe) for much of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, especially were they were linked, as they often are,
with religious and regional divisions. In recent decades, however, class has
declined in importance and a variety of other social and economic differences
have become relatively more important (see Changing attitudes and behav-
iour below). A first way to distinguish countries is:

e Homogeneous countries Some countries are relatively cleavage-free. Japanis a
homogeneous country with few and rather weak social divisions.

e  Weak Cleavages Strong class cleavages have not emerged in India, in spite of
mass poverty, because the country is fragmented by race, religion, language
and caste. Social identities are often regional and regional coalitions have
strongly influenced national politics. Class cleavages in America have been
been blurred by race and region (the North-South divide of the Civil War).

A second way to classify countries on the basis of their cleavage patterns is to
look at regional similarities and distinctions:

e Central Europe There is some diversity in the cleavage patterns of central
Europe, but twenty years after the collapse of communism, they resemble
some in western Europe, being based mainly on class and status, ethni-
city, religion and region. The difference is that there is a gap opening up
in central Europe between those who gained from the dissolution of the
communist states, especially those who profited from the privatisation
of the economy, and those who did not. Some countries in south-central
Europe also have important ethnic and religious divides.

e Latin America Social cleavages have a weaker impact on politics in Latin
America than in western Europe because the development of group pol-
itical identities and allegiances have been blocked by clientelism and
the highly personalised politics of authoritarian political leaders. Where
party systems are fragmented and party identifications are weak, leaders
often try to gain support from different social groups by ‘buying votes’.
Consequently, class and economic voting is much lower in Latin America
than in western Europe, while broadly based and inclusive parties are
more common. One cleavage that does often appear, albeit relatively
weakly, is the division between poor, rural and agricultural regions and
the wealthier, urban and better educated ones.
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Fact file 9.1

Political attitudes and values

Trust Trust between fellow citizens is said to be a crucial underlying condition for democracy. The
World Values Study of 2005 shows that the less democratic a system, the lower its social trust.
Among the democracies, Ghana, Brazil, Chile, Serbia, Argentina and Slovenia have comparatively
low levels of social trust (10-18 per cent), whereas Sweden, Finland, New Zealand, Auatralia, the
Netherlands and Canada have high scores (45—65 per cent).

Interest in politics varies substantially in the democracies of the world. Between 65 and 82 per
cent of citizens described themselves as ‘very or somewhat interested in politics’ in Austria, the
Czech Republic, Israel, the Netherlands, Norway and the USA, compared with fewer than 30 per
cent in Argentina, Chile, Finland, Portugal and Spain.

Satisfaction with democracy is higher in established democracies such as Austria, Canada,
Germany and Luxembourg (all above 65 per cent), much lower in some of the new democracies,
including Croatia, Lithuania, Romania and Slovakia (all below 30 per cent).

Post-materialism The highest levels of post-materialist values are found in the comparatively
wealthy democracies of Austria, Australia, Canada, Italy and the USA (all above 25 per cent), and
the lowest in Estonia, Hungary, India, Israel and Slovakia (all below 5 per cent).

National pride The Australians, Mexicans, Peruvians, Portuguese, South Africans and Uruguayans
are proudest of their nation. The Dutch, Germans, Japanese, Lithuanians and South Koreans are
the least proud.

Ethnic, religious and linguistic differences, with correspondingly strong political culture differ-
ences, are found in Belgium, Canada, Mexico, Peru, India, South Africa, Switzerland and the USA.
The most ethnically homogeneous democracies are Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Japan,
South Korea and Portugal.

Ethno-nationalism European examples of regional nationalism include Bulgaria (the Turkish
minority), Bosnia (Serbs, Croats and Muslims), Northern Ireland (Catholic nationalism and
Protestant unionism), Russia (Chechen and other Siberian minorities), Serbia (Albanian national-
ism), Spain (Catalan, Galician and Basque nationalism) and Turkey (Kurdish nationalism).

m Political behaviour

Political behaviour comes in a great many forms, including reading a paper,
talking about politics and joining voluntary organisations that play no politi-
cal role for much of the time (see briefing 9.2), as

Political behaviour All political activities of well as the most common of all, which is voting
citizens as well as the attitudes and orientations i elections. If we include actions that have an

relevant for these activities.
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unintended effect on politics, the range broad-
ens further to include such things as not paying
taxes and not voting. After all, a large minority of non-voters is a cause for
concern in democracies, and tax evasion has a direct effect on government
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policies. Even clothes, music and food can have a political connotation, as
students know.

Modes of political behaviour

Research in the 1950s and 1960s suggested that the population of western
democracies could be divided roughly into three groups, according to their
level of political participation:

e Gladiators These are the leaders and activists who run parties, political
organisations and campaigns, and who hold political office. About 5-8
per cent of the population falls into this group.

Briefing 9.2

Varieties of political behaviour

m Conventional

Voting

Reading newspapers, watching TV news

Talking about politics

Joining a political group (voluntary organisation, party, or new social movement)
Involvement with a client body or advisory body for public service (consumer council, school
board)

Attending meetings, demonstrations, rallies

Contacting the media, elected representatives, or public officials

Contributing money

Volunteering for political activity (organising meetings, election canvassing)
Standing for political office

Holding political office

Unconventional

Unofficial strikes, sit-ins, protests, demonstrations
Civil disobedience

Breaking laws for political reasons

Political violence

Boycotting products or a producer

Buying products (‘buycotting’)

Figure 9.1 is a stylised representation of how political participation research has developed
since 1940
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Figure 9.1: Expansion of the political participation research agenda since the 1940s
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e Spectators The great mass of the population is not engaged in politics
beyond voting in elections, reading a paper, watching TV news and occa-
sion political discussion.

e Apathetics The politically inactive who know and care little about politics,

and do not vote.

Later research on comparative political behaviour confirmed the existence of
a small group of political ‘gladiators’ (leaders) and a larger group of ‘apathet-
ics’, but it also found something surprising about the great mass of people
in the middle. Their political behaviour could not be placed on a single con-
tinuum of political activity ranging from the simple act of voting at one end
to the most demanding and time-consuming forms of political activity at the
other. Rather, citizens tended to specialise in different modes of behaviour.
Individuals usually concentrated on a group of similar sorts of political activ-
ity that clustered together (see briefing 9.3), according to the goals and values
of the individuals, and according to the demands that the type of behaviour
made on them. Political activity was not cumulative, and knowing what type
of behaviour a given individual specialised in could tell us nothing about
what other type of activity they might be involved in. For example, commu-
nity activists were no more or less likely to vote than protest activists, and
protest activists were no more or less likely to be party members than those
who made contact with specialists.
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Modes of political behaviour

Inactives

Passive supporters

Contact specialists

Community activists

Rarely vote or engage in any form of political participation

Vote regularly, support the nation, tacit support for the political
system

Contact political and public office holders about personal matters

Cooperate with others in their community, join local organisations,
contact local officials about public matters

Party workers Join parties, volunteer for campaign work, canvass at elections, give
money, attend meetings, stand for election

Leaders Fill major political and public offices — elected representatives in
national and sub-national government, party leaders, leaders of pres-
sure groups and social movements, political commentators

Protestors Specialists in protest and unconventional behaviour

Conventional and unconventional political behaviour

Democratic political participation has traditionally been confined to voting,
attending political meetings, signing petitions, joining a party or political group
and so on. These are sometimes known as ‘conventional’ forms of behaviour,
but in the late twentieth century the political repertoire expanded to include
‘unconventional’ activities such as protests, demonstrations, boycotts, occupa-
tions and unofficial strikes (see briefing 9.2). Surveys show that this type of
behaviour is more widely accepted now, though it is still not widely practised.
Fewer than 5 per cent in Turkey, Hungary, Latvia, Japan and Argentina have
been involved in the occupation of a building. By comparison with this low
figure, election turnout in these countries is more than 70 per cent.

Patterns of political behaviour

There are many different types of political behaviour, and these combine in
varying proportion in different countries according to their political struc-
tures, cultures and histories. However, there are also some striking patterns
in participation in the democratic countries of the world which enable us to
advance some reliable generalisations.

Most people are not political

Most people do not know or care much about politics. They vote sometimes,
and they become active when the need arises. But these people are not
necessarily ‘apathetic’, because there are other reasons for being politically
inactive:
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Political marginality The condition of being
on the fringes of politics, and therefore of hav-
ing little influence.

Salient Something that is important, signifi-
cant, or prominent in people’s minds.
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Marginals People categorised as ‘marginals’ or who have political marginality
include lunatics and criminals who are deprived of citizenship rights; illit-
erates; immigrants and those who do not speak
the majority language; the mentally handi-
capped; the very old and infirm. Students often
do not vote in elections simply because they are
at university on election day and not in their home town where they are
registered to vote.

Conflict avoiders Some people avoid politics because it can lead to disagree-
ment, conflict and bad feeling.

Alienated Some people do not get involved because they believe they have
no influence in the system (low subjective efficacy), or think the political
system is not democratic (system competence). Fewer than a third of the
citizens of Japan, Romania, Argentina, Italy and Spain express confidence
in their parliament, compared with two-thirds or more in Lithuania, South
Africa, Estonia, Latvia and Poland.

Loss of political salience With the huge expansion of income and education
since 1945, many people have the personal resources to deal with the prob-
lems and opportunities of their daily life. This makes them more independ-
ent as individuals. Politics, on the other hand, is a collective activity, and
become less important and less necessary in a world where individuals
have their own money and personal skills to handle their lives. Politics is
no longer salient: it becomes, as one observer noted, ‘background noise’ or
‘elevator music’. This is not to say that politics is of no importance, but it
does mean that, in comparison with other
activities - work, family, leisure - it has less sig-
nificance. This is not to say that people do not
participate in political life any more. They participate sporadically when
the need arises, but without committing themselves and their time to
ideologies or conventional organisations such as parties and trade unions.
Apathetic Those who are simply not interested in politics. The term ‘apath-
etic’ is often used as a critical value judgement, which means it should be
avoided, quite apart from the fact that many are politically inactive for
reasons other than apathy.

Sporadic political involvement

Though most people are not politically active most of the time, many are
involved some of the time: they read a paper, watch TV news and talk about
politics. They participate in one way or another when they feel the need,
usually because their personal interests are affected. These sporadic acts of
participation cover a substantial percentage of the population, and, as table
9.1 shows, more than half and as many as three-quarters of the population of
most western European democracies have been politically involved in some
way, beyond the simple act of voting.
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Table 9.1 Rates of political participation,® western Europe, 1974-1990

1974 1981 1990
Britain 31 66 77
Sweden 58 74
Norway 58 68
Denmark 48 59
(West) Germany 34 48 57
France 52 57
Italy 34 50 56
Iceland 40 55
Netherlands 28 37 54
Belgium 27 51
Ireland 32 46
Finland 26 40 38
Spain 32 32

Note: ¢ Entries are percentages of the adult population who engage in some form of political par-
ticipation beyond voting.

Source: Richard Topf, ‘Beyond electoral participation’, in Hans-Dieter Klingemann and Dieter Fuchs,
Citizens and the State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995: 69).

Participation rates are rising

As table 9.1 also shows, rates of political activity are tending to rise in the
western world, contrary to the common claim that democracies are increas-
ingly apathetic and alienated. Many parts of the democratic world show a
decline in the ‘old’ politics of parties and elections, but an increase in the
‘new’ politics of referendums, petitions, community groups, citizen lobbies
and single-issue groups.

Substantial variations in participation

The percentages involved in political activity often vary greatly from one
country to another. This is true of particular modes of participation as well
as of overall rates of activity, as the figures in table 9.1 show. Participation in
the highest-ranked country in 1981 and 1990 is more than twice as high as in
the lowest-ranked one.

Voters are not fools

Some political scientists emphasise how little people know about politics,
how little they are involved and how poorly prepared they are to perform
their citizen duties. Some survey research con-
cludes that voters are often ignorant, irrational
and inconsistent and that, as a result, opinion
polls and surveys are not to be trusted. Asked
about a matter on which they have no opinion
or information, many come up with a ‘door-step” response, saying the first

‘Door-step’ response Where those with no
opinion or information respond to polls and
surveys with the first thing that comes into their
head (sometimes known as ‘non-opinion’).
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Low information rationality \Where citizens
without great deal of factual political informa-
tion have a broad enough grasp of the main
issues to make up their mind about them, or

thing that comes into their head, or something that they think they should
say. Contradicting this dim view of the electorate, the American political sci-
entist V. O. Key (1908-63) argued that ‘voters [are] not fools’. He produced
evidence showing that American voters switched votes between candidates
and parties according to their judgement of the political circumstances. They
judged candidates and parties according to their past records and future
promises. Subsequent research has tended to confirm this, in two ways:

e Electoral behaviour can be explained in terms of real political trends and
events, especially taxation, inflation, unemployment, economic perform-
ance, and social policies, war, and international events. Support for NATO
declined after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989 because people
thought there was no longer a great need for military defence of the NATO
type, but when other military conflicts occurred they revised their views
again.

e Some research argues that citizens use ‘low information rationality” or

‘gut rationality’ in deciding how to vote and

behave. It is not necessary to have full and

detailed information to make sensible judge-

ments; a rough idea is sufficient. If the issue is a

else they take cues from sources they trust complex technical one, people can take their
(sometimes known as ‘gut rationality"). cues from those they trust - party leaders, politi-
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cal commentators, friends, newspapers.

The ‘standard model’ of political participation

The ‘standard model’ applies across a wide variety of countries and times.
It shows that class and status, plus the closely related factors of education,
income and family background, have strongly influenced rates and types of
political participation. Those with high class and status often have the educa-
tion to be able to acquire political knowledge and skills, and they are likely
to understand the relevance of politics to their own circumstances. They are
more likely to have the resources (education, cars, computers, email, office
support, money) to become effectively involved in politics, they have the
social prestige to be influential and they often have family backgrounds with
a political interest. Class and status is often abbreviated to ‘SES’ or ‘social
and economic status’, where class is closely associated with occupation and
income, and status with prestige in society. Some people make a lot of money
but have low status (the owner of a string of porn magazines) while others
have high status though not much money (aristocrats fallen on hard times).
SES is a combination of these two things. Most research on political partici-
pation finds systematic differences along cultural and ethnic lines, as well as
between religious groups. Family activism is also passed on from one gener-
ation to the next. For the most part, different rates of participation reflect
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unequal access to resources, with money and education being the most
important.

Gender, age and length of residence

The ‘standard model’ is often modified, though usually only a small degree,
by gender, age and length of residence in a community. In many countries,
politics is still regarded as something of a ‘man’s game’, and women tend to
participate less. Young and old people are less active than the middle-aged,
whose involvement with their children’s schools, their colleagues at work
and their community tends to draw them into politically related activities.
The longer people live in their community, and the stronger their social net-
works, the more they tend to be engaged.

Political elites

Following on from the last point, it is generally true that the leaders of the
political west are overwhelmingly of the ‘3-M’ variety - middle-aged, middle
class and male. Most have a university education, and many come from three
professions - law, teaching and the civil service (fact file 9.2).

Changing attitudes and behaviour

The political attitudes and behaviour of the twentieth century are changing.
New economic forms and technology, globalisation, population movements,
social mixture and heterogeneity, secularisation, changing class structures,
increasing affluence, higher levels of education, greater mobility, democratic
reforms, different ways of making political decisions and electronic means
of communication have created different social and political patterns. The
class divisions that were important in many urban-industrial societies of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries are being weakened or replaced by new
social cleavages, new forms of political activity and the new political inter-
ests of minority groups - women, Greens, the young, nationalists and post-
materialists.

Where once attitudes and behaviour were associated with stable, struc-
tured and homogeneous social groups living in their own communities
(mining villages, ship-building towns, middle-class suburbs, inner-city
working-class areas), they are now associated
with socially mixed, shifting and changing
populations with a greater and less stable vari-
ety of political interests. According to some
research the collective politics of centralised
and hierarchical parties, trade unions and business associations are being
replaced by the fragmented and individual patterns of issue publics that
vary as issues and political circumstances change. There is a greater variety

Issue publics Groups of people who are
particularly interested in one political issue (or
more), are well informed and likely to take
action about it.
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of issue publics and of life-style politics, greater volatility and greater
demand for grass-roots and community participation. Moreover, growing
numbers of citizens use their shopping power to exert political pressure
when they refuse, for instance, to buy shoes or sweaters produced by child
labour. Political attitudes and attachments are becoming weaker and less
predictable and the standard socio-demographic model organised around a
few variables (class and status, religion, education, family background)
now work less well. Whether fragmentation, variation and constant change
are to be the hallmarks of the new world, or whether this will precede the
emergence of a new and stable social and political order, remains to be
seen.

We will return to this topic in chapter 12, where we discuss voting and
elections.

Fact file 9.2

Mass political behaviour
Evidence collected by the World Values Survey from thirty-four established democracies in the world
presents some interesting figures about the political behaviour of their citizens.

Political discussion On average, 70 per cent of people surveyed in thirty-four democracies
claimed to discuss politics frequently or occasionally. Almost half the population of the UK, Turkey,
Hungary, Portugal and Argentina claim never to discuss politics, compared with fewer than 20 per
cent in the ex-communist countries of Croatia, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and what used to be
East Germany.
Political inaction Most people (60 per cent) do not think that politics is very or at all important
in life. By comparison 95 per cent think the family is very or rather important. 30 per cent claim
never to discuss politics with friends, less than 5 per cent belong to a political party, less than 3
per cent have done voluntary work for a political organisation and less than 4 per cent belong to
a local political action group.
Direct action Direct action in the form of strikes, sit-ins, boycotts, marches and occupations is
now widely accepted as a part of the political repertoire, but a comparatively small proportion of
the population have been engaged in such activities compared with conventional political action.
Fewer than 5 per cent of have been involved in occupations and unofficial strikes, and fewer than
10 per cent in boycotts.
Democratic reform Most citizens of democracies (90 per cent) believe that democracy is the best
form of government but a sizeable (60 per cent) and increasing proportion express a lack of con-
fidence in democracy as it works in their country. Sixty per cent are dissatisfied with the way that
their democracy is developing.
Revolutionary action Most citizens (80 per cent) favour change and reform. About half (48 per
cent) want more open government and the vast majority (85 per cent) believe change is too
slow. But very few (4 per cent or less) believe in revolutionary or radical action.

Source, World Values Survey, 2000 (www.worldvaluessurvey.org/])
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m Theories of political attitudes
and behaviour

Marxist and class theory

Marxist theories argue that political attitudes and behaviour are shaped by
capitalist institutions that ensure that the system ‘reproduces’ itself, and that
the masses are indoctrinated into a state of false consciousness. Education
conditions the workers to fulfil their economic
function and little else. Religion, ‘the opiate of
the masses’, teaches people their place in life
and emphasises spiritual matters rather than
the physical conditions of life. The mass media
indoctrinate people with a mixture of political propaganda and popular dis-
tractions (sport, game shows, films, soap operas, gossip). Political culture is,
therefore, largely the creation of the ruling class
and designed to protect their economic inter-
ests. The Italian philosopher, Antonio Gramsci
(1891-1937) used the term hegemony to refer to

real self-interests of the workers.

False consciousness The state of mind of
the working class induced by the ruling class to
conceal the real nature of capitalism and the

Hegemony Hegemony indicates a class, pol-
itical interest or country that is so powerful that
it does not have to rely upon force or power

to maintain its rule because its values and atti-

the way the ruling class exercised power not by  des have been accepted or because people

force, but by subtle influence over the hearts dare not oppose it.

and minds of ordinary people. Political culture,

viewed this way, is merely a ‘superstructure’ built on the material substruc-
ture of the capitalist mode of production and its class system.

Rigid and ‘vulgar Marxist’ theories (that is, crude and over-simple Marxism)
have nothing to recommend them. They are ‘over-determined’ in the sense
that they do not allow for the many individual and group variations that exist
within any political system. The concept of false consciousness also has its
difficulties; who can tell others that they do not see the world correctly, or
understand their own best interests?

At the same time, there is clearly more than a small grain of truth in the
class theory of attitudes and behaviour. Empirically, the ‘standard model’ that
combines class and class-related variables explains a good deal of the vari-
ation in political attitudes and behaviour, and it seems to have applied to a
broad variety of countries and circumstances for much of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. However, it certainly does not explain everything, and
its explanatory power declined in the late twentieth century. The class model
though far from defunct, seems to be on the wane.

Elite theory

Elite theory grew up in opposition to Marxist class theory and is associated
mainly with the names of the German sociologist Robert Michels (1876-1936)
and the two Italian political sociologists Gaetano Mosca (1858-1941) and
Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923). Both elite and class theory argue that politics is
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Ruling elite A political elite that is so powerful
that it can make all the important decisions in

government.
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dominated by a small number of people, but whereas Marxists argue that the
ruling elite or ruling class reproduces itself by passing on its privileges and
power to its children, elite theory claims that
elites cannot perpetuate themselves in the long
run. They change and circulate because elites
inevitably decay after a time in power, to be
replaced by a new, more successful and more vigorous elite. New elite groups
rise to the top because of their superior political skills of cunning, force, or
popular appeal. There are different versions of elite theory, but all claim that
mass democracy is impossible because a small group will always dominate
politics. This is a rather startling claim, and Michels cast his theory as the ‘Iron
Law of Oligarchy’, which states that minorities always rule organisations.

Probably the best known empirical examination of a national elite is that
of C. Wright Mills (1916-62), that argues that the USA is run by a small group
of people representing the ‘military-industrial complex’ and consisting of
military leaders (the warlords), top businessmen (the corporate directorate)
and political leaders. Mills argues that this group comes from the same mid-
dle- and upper-class background of interconnected families, schools and uni-
versities, thinks and acts the same way, interacts closely and circulates among
the top positions in public and private life. The power elite makes all the ‘key
decisions’ in the USA, although less important decisions may be made by
middle levels of power in a more or less democratic manner. Mills’ theory is
discussed in greater detail in chapter 16, and pluralist theory, the main chal-
lenger to elite theory, is discussed in chapter 10.

Rational-choice theory

Some applications of rational choice have already been discussed (chap-
ters 6 and 7), but since the theory is mainly about individuals it should be
particularly applicable to the study of individual attitudes and behaviour.
One of the earliest and most influential books, by Anthony Downs, argues
that rational, self-interested voters will support the party most likely to
represent their preferences. For their part, the political parties will try to
maximise power by appealing to the average (median) voter, who holds the
typical, middle-of-the-road attitudes and preferences of the great majority
of people.

Early rational-choice theory, following economic models in which con-
sumers were assumed to have perfect knowledge of the market, assumed that
individuals were well informed about politics. Since this is obviously implaus-
ible, given that many people know rather little about politics, later versions
relaxed this assumption and accepted that most people had little political
information, but perhaps enough to make political judgements. Indeed,
rational-choice theory turned its earlier assumptions about perfect know-
ledge into a strength, arguing that it is not rational to spend a lot of time
gathering political information. The chances of any ordinary citizen having
the slightest effect on any given political outcome (e.g. an election result) is
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close to zero, so the costs of being well informed far outweigh any likely gain.
Indeed, from a rational self-interested point of view even voting is a waste of
time, and it is much more sensible to free-ride on others. The theory thus
comes to the conclusion that very few people
will bother to vote. Yet people do vote in large
numbers, and they do get politically involved,
even though they may gain little from it in
rational-choice terms. They do so, in part at least, not because of rational self-
interest but because performing civic duties is part of a culture that empha-
sises civic responsibility as an end in itself.

The second main problem concerns the discussion of what is ‘rational’ and
what is self-interest. Was it rational and self-interested for the early Christians
to allow themselves to be thrown to the lions? If you define ‘self-interest’ in
terms of the soul and salvation, the answer is ‘yes’, but then everything can
be rational self-interest. Besides, some people seem to vote for the public
interest rather than self-interest. They are, in
the jargon, not ‘pocket-book voters’ who are
motivated by their own material self-interest
but carry out sociotropic voting, and take the
general interest and the public good into f+the voter.
account. They may even vote for increases in
their own taxes for the general good - as middle-class socialists do. However,
rational-choice, social- choice and public choice-theorists can argue that it is
rational and self-interested to vote in the public interest because this helps to
maintain the social and political conditions of security, safety and economic
stability that enable people to achieve their personal interests. Once again, if
it is rational self-interest to vote for the public interest then perhaps every-
thing is rational self-interest.

oneself.

Social capital theory and civic participation

The most recent theoretical development in the explanation of political atti-
tudes and behaviour concerns the concept of ‘social capital’, but since this
approach is also tied up closely with voluntary associations, the topic of chap-
ter 10, we shall leave it until then. Meanwhile, we need note only that social
capital also has a good deal to do with attitudes and behaviour.

® What have we learned?

This chapter deals with the political values and attitudes of individuals and
groups, and examines how modern research has tried to understand and
explain political cultures. It argues that:

e Although every individual has a unique set of political attitudes and values,
and a unique pattern of political behaviour, people tend to show the typical
forms of attitudes and behaviour of their social and economic group.

Free-ride To extract the benefits of other
people’s work without putting in any effort

Sociotropic voting Deciding which party to
vote for on the basis of general social or eco-
nomic circumstances. The opposite is ‘pocket-
book voting’ that is based on private interests
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Political attitudes and values are built around the material and ideal inter-
ests that individuals derive from their sense of identity. Hence attitudes
and values are generally strongly linked to class, ethnic, language, reli-
gious and territorial identities. Another way of saying this is that attitudes
and values are closely associated with the social, economic and political
characteristics of individuals and groups. Different theories stress differ-
ent characteristics.

The concept of ‘political culture’ is claimed to be important empirically
(it is associated with many important empirical findings) and theoretic-
ally (linking subjective and objective, and macro- and micro-features of
the political system). Critics claim that it is a vague and unsatisfactory
explanatory variable.

An important distinction should be drawn between reinforcing and cross-
cutting political cleavages, which can result in severe political conflict and
violence.

People tend to specialise in a particular mode of political behaviour (clus-
ters of similar forms of activity). With the exception of a minority of polit-
ical activists, most individuals do not cover the full range of activities, but
combine them in their own particular ways.

Voters are not fools.

Lessons of comparison

Most people are not political: rates of sporadic political activity are rela-
tively high and participation seems to be increasing.

Research on materialism/post-materialism argues that younger genera-
tions in affluent societies are shifting their values from material ones
(jobs, money, etc.) to post-material ones (self-expression, job satisfaction,
the quality of life, etc.). Critics claim that this culture shift has slowed
down, and that post-material values have not replaced material ones but
have been combined with them.

Participation is often associated with different forms of social stratifica-
tion (class, status, caste) and stratification related variables (education,
religion, ethnicity) and to a lesser extent with gender, age and length of
residence in the community.

Across the western world, class differences in attitudes and behaviour
appear to be declining and other forms of social difference are becoming
more important, notably religion, and, some claim, political values.

1.

What are the most important features of the political culture of
your country? Why? The figures in the World Values Studies (fvww]
fworldvaluessurvey.org]) and in Inglenhart and Basanez, 2004 (see
further reading below) will be useful for this question.
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2. Read the section in this chapter on materialism and post-
materialism, and then assess the extent to which you and your
friends are materialists or post-materialists.

3. Critically assess Marxist, elitist and rational-choice approaches to
political attitudes and behaviour. Which do you prefer, if any, and
why?

Further reading

R. ]J. Dalton, Citizen Politics: Public Opinion and Political Parties in Advanced Industrial
Democracies, Chatham: Chatham House, 2nd edn., 2002.

The best general introduction to political attitudes and behaviour. It covers
France, Germany, Great Britain and the USA.

G. A. Almond and S. Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in
Five Nations, Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963.
The original and classic study of political culture.

G. A. Almond and S. Verba (eds.), The Civic Culture Revisited, Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1980.

The best appraisal of the concept of political culture and the research done on
it since the publication of The Civic Culture.

R. F. Inglehart, ‘The renaissance of political culture’, American Political Science
Review, 82, 1988: 1203-30.
Marks a revival of interest in political cultures.

R. J. Inglehart and C. Welzel, ‘Political culture and democracy’, in Howard
J. Wiarda (ed.), New Directions in Comparative Politics, Boulder, CO: Westview
Press, 3rd ed., 2002: 141-64.

On political culture and democracy.

R. J. Dalton, ‘Citizen attitudes and political behaviour’, Comparative Political
Studies, 33, 2000, 912-40. (also at www.socsci.uci.edu/~rdalton/archive/
cps00.pdf)

An excellent review of changing political attitudes and behaviour at the end
of the twentieth century.

Websites

www.esds.ac.uk/International/access/eurobarometer.asp

The European Union’s bi-annual survey, called the Eurobarometer.

www.worldvaluessurvey.org/

Website about the World Values Surveys.

www.europeansocialsurvey.org/

The European Social Survey website. It is particularly easy to use and allows
students to generate their own tables.
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10  Pressure groups and social
movements

Few of us have much influence in politics as individuals on our own; we have
to combine with others to have any impact. And that is exactly what people do
in democracies. Using their rights of assembly and free association, they organ-
ise themselves into a huge number and variety of voluntary organisations -
professional and business organisations, trade unions, charities, social clubs,
environmental groups, churches, women’s groups, community associations,
youth clubs, consumer groups, arts, science, leisure clubs and sports clubs.
In recent decades, they have also developed a new weapon in the struggle for
political power, namely social movements, which are not the same as pressure
groups in all respects but have a lot in common with them.

Voluntary organisations and associations, clubs and social movements play
an enormously important role in social and political life, and are said to be
one of the main foundations of modern democracy. Politically active groups
voice the demands of their members and defend their interests in the political
arena, as any peaceful group in a democracy is entitled to do. Many groups
play a direct role in the consultative machinery of government. Even if they
are not politically active, groups help to create a peaceful, integrated and sta-
ble social order in which democratic government can operate effectively.

Voluntary associations organise themselves around the interests of social
groups and strata, which makes them another example of the way that gov-
ernment and politics are deeply rooted in social life. In fact, they play a
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special role in politics as mediating organisations. They organise individuals
into groups, and then link these groups with the political system by express-
ing and defending their political interests when the need arises. In this sense,
they act as ‘input’ agencies in the political system that express the demands
and concerns of individuals, but they also act as ‘output’ agencies that help to
implement public policy. This means that groups are mediating agencies in
a two-way process that links society and government - a function they share
with parties and the media, which have their own chapters in this part of the
book (chapters 11, 12 and 13).

Voluntary associations and organisations are thus crucial to an understand-
ing of government and society: they express the social and political interests
of their members, they try to influence the public by putting pressure on
government, they often play a direct role in the consultative machinery of
government and they play a crucial role in democratic politics by organising,
integrating and stabilising society.

The main topics in this chapter are:

e Political connections

e Pressure groups and social movements in action

e Determinants of power

e Corporatism, para-government and tri-partism/pluralism
e International NGOs

e Groups, pressure groups and democracy

e Theories of voluntary organisations.

m Political connections

Voluntary organisations and pressure groups

Modern government is often big government with activities that extend into
almost every corner of life and have an impact on the daily lives of citizens in
many different ways. Therefore, social groups

have an incentive to organise themselves to
defend their interests and to influence govern-
ment policies that affect them. Perhaps the most

Interest groups Sometimes know as ‘sec-
tional’ groups, interest groups are the type of
pressure group that represent occupational

interests — business and professional associ-

conspicuous, because they are often large, ions and trade unions.
wealthy, active and powerful, are the organisa-

tions that represent people in their working lives - business associations,
professional associations and trade unions. Known as interest groups, many
of these groups are constantly trying to shape government economic policies
and matters that affect their occupations.

The professional associations and trade unions representing state bureau-
crats can also be powerful interest groups, and in most countries the army,
although not organised as an interest group, also exercises a powerful influ-
ence over defence policy.
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Cause groups Sometimes known as ‘promo-
tional' or ‘attitude’ groups, cause groups are a
type of pressure group that do not represent
organised occupational interests, but promote

Occupational groups are not the only form of pressure group. Far from
it. In addition there are huge numbers and a vast variety of other groups
known as cause groups that fight for their non-occupational goals. Churches
are active on moral, educational and social
issues, community associations deal with a
wide range of local matters. Environmental
groups have their special causes, as do arts and

causes, ideas or issues. cultural groups, sports clubs, youth clubs, sci-

Pressure groups Private and voluntary
organisations that try to influence or con-

trol government policies but do not want to
become the government. ‘Pressure groups' is a

entific associations, pensioners organisations,
women’s groups, arts and cultural associations, welfare organisations,
transport groups, consumer associations, humanitarian groups, and so on.
The list is almost endless, and it is difficult to exaggerate their number
and variety.

The result is that at any given moment and on any given issue organised
groups and associations are likely to be engaged in a political struggle with
each other and the government for influence over public policies. This is
hugely important in political life because organised political action is one of
the main ways in which citizens can influence their governments, hold them
accountable and make them responsive to popular demands.

Democracies vary greatly in the number, variety and influence of pressure
groups. Established democracies with a long history of freedom of associa-
tion and decades of social and political stability tend to have a greater den-
sity of politically active voluntary associations
than new democracies, where free association
has not been allowed or encouraged by authori-
tarian or totalitarian governments. For exam-

general term to cover interest groups and cause ple, the World Values Survey of 1999-2004

groups.

‘Episodic’groups Groups that are not usually
politically active but become so when the need

arises.
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shows that in eleven of the best established
democracies of western Europe and north
America, 5.5 per cent of the population are members of local political action
groups, compared with 2.4 per cent in the newer Mediterranean democra-
cies (Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain), and 2.2 per cent in eight of the ex-
communist democracies in central Europe, and 3.7 per cent in the four of the
third-wave democracies of Latin America (Argentina, Chile, Mexico and
Peru). In the new democracies, groups are less densely organised and there
is a history of them being under government control, rather than autono-
mous political actors (see briefings 10.2 and 10.3).
From the point of view of governments there are three main types of pres-
sure groups:

e ‘Episodic’ groups Most voluntary associations are not at all concerned with
public issues and avoid politics if possible
because they are controversial and cause diffi-
culty between people. A local football club or
film club has no need to get involved in politics
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in normal circumstances, but if their football pitch or cinema is due for
demolition to make way for a road, they may campaign to protect their
amenities, but only as long as the issue lasts. Such groups are known as
‘episodic” groups. Their importance lies in the fact that, while most groups
are not political most of the time, they are already organised and can be
mobilised quickly to defend their interests if the need arises.

e ‘Fire brigade’ groups Some groups are set up especially to fight a particu-
lar political campaign as “fire brigade” groups, and are disbanded when
the issue is settled. For example, a local
action group might be set up to keep a park
as an open space, but fade away when the
issue is won (or lost).

e Political groups Some groups are created to engage in politics. One major
purpose of trade unions and business associations, for example, is to
engage in politics and to influence the wide range of public policies that
affect their interests.

‘Fire brigade” groups Groups formed to
fight a specific issue, and dissolved when it is
over.

At this point, it would be helpful to clear up a purely verbal matter. This
chapter refers to voluntary organisations of all kinds that play a political role
as ‘pressure groups’. It uses the term ‘interest groups’ to refer to those
kinds of pressure groups that represent people in their occupational capaci-
ties - that is the business, professional and trade unions that are particularly
important in the pressure group world. All groups other than occupational
groups are called ‘cause groups’. Interest groups and cause groups together
make up the whole of the ‘pressure group world’. This is not how the terms
are used in some studies, which refer to politically active groups of all kinds
as ‘interest groups’. This, however, rather confuses matters because it leaves
us with no way of distinguishing between occupational and other groups. We
shall see later why this distinction is so important.

This still leaves us with other problems of definition. We have already men-
tioned that pressure groups and social movements are alike in some respects,
and in addition that pressure groups are like political parties in some ways.
All three are voluntary organisations and all are political. How, then, are we
to distinguish between them?

Pressure groups and political parties

The pressure group world overlaps with political parties but it is helpful to draw
lines between them because they usually play a different role in politics:

e Pressure groups want to influence government, parties want to become
government. Trade unions and business organisations want to keep a foot
in the door of government, but they do not want to be part of it.
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Briefing 10.1

Pressure groups in India, Ghana and the Dominican Republic

India: the rise of interest groups and social movements

Political participation in India has been transformed in many ways since the 1960s by the
creation and entry into the political system of many new interest groups and new social
movements. Voluntary organisations and interest groups have proliferated and were esti-
mated to number 50-100,000 in the 1990s, and to be rising rapidly.

The state has energetically promoted the formation of groups. One survey found that almost
half of them received funds from central government, which recognises their role in social,
economic and democratic development.

Some interest organisations help the decentralised implementation of government policies
(poverty alleviation, for example), some act as political watchdogs, pressing governments

to observe the spirit of the laws and fulfil their election promises, some are concerned with
raising political consciousness and encouraging people to demand their rights, and others
are innovators, experimenting with new approaches to social problems.

In the 1970s, activists began forming broad-based social movements to advocate interests
that were neglected by the state and the political parties. One of the most powerful is the
farmers’ movement, which has organised a long series of demonstrations pressing for higher
farm prices and more rural investment. Castes and tribes at the bottom of India’s social hier-
archy (the Untouchables) that were excluded from politics have organised themselves into

a huge social movement. A broad-based movement has been created to promote women'’s
issues, and an environmental movement has struggled to redefine ‘development’ to include
respect for indigenous cultures and environmental sustainability.

The Dominican Republic: ‘falta de organizacion’

The Dominican Republic does not have a large number of interest groups or an intensely
competitive pluralist system. A growing number of private associations started to fill the vac-
uum, which many Dominicans held primarily responsible for their nation’s history of instabil-
ity. But the falta de organizacion (lack of organisation) is still a problem for political life.

Ghana: interest groups fill a gap
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Political parties in Ghana have been weak and the national political system unstable, so
interest groups representing some of the most important sections of society have filled the
gap, acting as sources of stability and continuity in government and public policy. These
groups are enormously powerful, playing a major role in the transition to democracy after
1992 and in subsequent public policy. The most influential are the trade unions (with a
membership of half a million), and associations of lawyers, churches, journalists, students
and the chiefs of the many ethnic, linguistic and cultural groups. Successive Ghanaian
governments have tried to co-opt or control, if not to intimidate, the leadership of these
organisations, resulting in acute conflict. Interest groups have often argued not for their own
narrow, sectional interests but for long-term policies in the national interest that support
democracy and the rule of law.

Based on reports of the Federal Research Division, Library of

Congress, USA (http://countrystudies.ud)
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e Most pressure groups are interested in only one policy area, party pro-
grammes cover all (or almost all) of them. Welfare groups are concerned
with welfare, art groups with art. Neither have any particular interest
with foreign policy.

e Parties are primarily political, most pressure groups are not. Parties are
set up to win power by nominating candidates for public office and con-
testing elections. Rose growers’ associations are not interested in politics
unless they have to be.

e Parties fight elections, most pressure groups do not.

These are not hard and fast differences. The Labour parties of Australia and
the UK were created by socialist, workers’ and
trade union pressure groups. Some pressure
groups are aligned with or integrated into par-
ties, especially in dominant single-party systems

Aligned groups Pressure groups that ally
themselves with a political party, the best
examples being trade unions and left parties,
and business organisations and right parties.

like Japan, and some contest elections, though Many groups try to maintain a non-aligned sta-
often for the publicity this brings rather than tus if they can, because they want to work with

the hope of winning. Some pressure groups whichever party is in power.
operate as parties (agrarian parties in

Scandinavia, and religious groups in Israel), or turn themselves into parties
(the Greens), but most groups stick to being groups. Some are naturally
aligned groups - business organisations with right-wing parties, trade unions
with left-wing parties. In most cases, however, groups try to maintain a non-
aligned status so that they can work with whatever party or coalition is in
power.

Social movements

Social movements also have much in common with parties and pressure
groups, but differ in some respects. Social movements:

e Bring together a range of different organisations and associations to work
loosely together. They are not organised into a single bureaucratic struc-
ture like pressure groups and parties.

e Have a broader range of political interests than most voluntary associ-
ations, but a narrower range than most political parties. Social movements
are concerned with a particular area of public life - the representation of
working-class interests, or minority groups, or religious issues.

Probably the best single example of a social movement is the working-class
coalition formed in many countries in the nineteenth century to protect and
promote working-class interests. Formed by trade unions, cooperatives and
collectives, savings clubs, worker educational organisations and socialist
organisations of all kinds, they initially formed a broad coalition of forces.
Later, many of them formed their own political parties, so they made
the transition from groups, to movements, to parties. The suffragettes
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were another early social movement, though they rarely formed their own
parties.
In the modern world, we hear much more

New Social Movements Loosely knit organi- about ‘New Social Movements’ (NSMs). These
sations (‘networks of networks’) that try to differ from voluntary organisations and parties

influence government policy on broad issues,

in several ways. They have:

including the environment, nuclear energy and

nuclear weapons, economic development, 1. A different sort of political agenda insofar as
peace, women and minorities. they are counter-cultural, anti-politics and
anti-state
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2. Abroader range of interests (human rights, minority groups, the environ-
ment, peace) than most groups, but a narrower range than parties

3. A broader range of members than most groups, but a narrower range
than the largest parties. Some social movements have been called ‘rain-
bow coalitions’ because they try to link rather disparate social groups and
organisations under a single political umbrella

4. A looser and more decentralised form of organisation than groups or
parties - they have been described as ‘networks of networks’. The ‘old’
organisations are hierarchical, bureaucratic and professionally run, the
‘new’ ones are based upon the grass-roots participation of volunteers

5. Political methods that are often innovative and unconventional, involv-
ing direct political action, community involvement and sometimes pro-
test action or even violence.

Environmental movements illustrate these points well. They often pursue
a self-consciously different style of politics than conventional parties and
pressure groups, and they have a wider agenda than most groups, as well
as attracting a broader range of social types. Most groups appeal to specific
kinds of individuals for specific kinds of activities - they are sports clubs,
or choirs, or mountain walkers’ clubs. Environmental movements are often
networks of interests that come together as loose-knit coalitions, rather than
hierarchically organised and bureaucratically centralised organisations. That
is why they are called ‘movements’. Environmental movements also often use
unconventional political methods, including direct action, grass-roots partici-
pation and eye-catching protests.

Social movements are not new. The Abolition (of slavery) movement, and
the Chartist and the Suffragette movements of the nineteenth century were
followed in the 1950s in Britain by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament
(CND). However, the 1960s and 1970s saw a wave of ‘new’ social movements
concerned with the environment, peace, women’s rights, nuclear power and
weapons, minority rights, animal rights and racism. Examples include Friends
of the Earth and Greenpeace, the Black Power movement in the USA, peasant
and land reform movements in South America and the loose alignment of
right-wing and racist groups in Europe.

Initially it seemed that these New Social Movements threatened the estab-
lished order of the state, and its conventional parties and pressure groups.
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The causes they promoted were not always new, but the political methods
they used were often direct and unconventional. But, as it turns out, ‘new’
social movements have quite a lot in common with ‘old’ social movements,
political parties and groups. Each has tried to steal the other’s clothes. The
old have adopted some of the policy goals of the new and, in their quest for
power, the new have sometimes adapted and compromised with the world
by adopting more conventional and pragmatic methods. The Greens formed
political parties to fight elections, and while they initially opposed the formal
hierarchies of the old parties and tried to work with a rotating leadership,
some gradually succumbed to the old ways of doing things and kept their
leaders in power. Meanwhile, the old parties, realising which way the wind
was blowing, started to adopt modified Green policies in order to head off
their electoral threat.

B Pressure groups and social movements in
action

Pressure groups and social movements perform two main political
functions:

e Interest aggregation The formation of a single policy programme from a
set of rather different interests and views. Student organisations have to
aggregate the interests of different students - first- and higher-degree, arts
and social science and natural science, home and overseas, young and
mature, wealthy and poor. Pressure groups have the important role of
sorting and sifting opinions and presenting it as a single package.

e Interest articulation Expressing and publicising policies in order to influ-
ence government action. This is their ‘voice’ function, in which they try
to make their views heard amid the great confusion of noise made by all
groups equally concerned to stress their own point.

Groups and movements use many different methods of articulating their
interests - from lobbying politicians and bureaucrats, producing pamphlets,
doing research and organising petitions, to organising strikes, sit-ins, non-
cooperation, rioting, violence and staging publicity events. But there are two
general rules in choosing any one or combination of these methods:

e First, try to get into the policy formation process as early as possible,
because this is when options are open, when parties have not yet taken a
public stand and when government is still undecided.

e Second, to operate at the highest possible level of government to which
you have access, because this is the best way to achieve the greatest
amount of influence with the least possible expense and effort.

This, of course, is easier said than done, because groups have to take account
of two sets of powerful constraints that determine how they operate in the
political system and how much power and influence they have in it. The
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first set of constraints concerns the nature of the group and its interests; the
second, the nature of the political environment they are working in.

Groups and issues

Some groups have a privileged ‘insider’ status that gives them direct access to
high-level government officials. “Insider’ groups and governments are some-
times heavily dependent upon each other and

‘Insider” groups Pressure groups with access  are in close and constant contact: groups want
to senior government officials, often recognised ¢ jnfluence policies and receive advance warn-

as the only legitimate representatives of par-
ticular interests and often formally incorporated
into the official consultative bodies.

“Outsider” group Group with no access to
top government officials.
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ing about them; governments sometimes depend
upon groups for their technical information and
expertise, and for their cooperation in the
smooth implementation of policy (see briefing 10.1). A great deal of the busi-
ness between groups and government does not involve major policy issues
but technical matters and details; some groups are routinely consulted about
these, but to preserve their ‘insider’ status, they must not disturb the rela-
tionship by making extreme demands or attacking the government in public.
A professional association of doctors may be very concerned about a health
issue and have important information that it wants to feed into government
policy making circles, for example. Doctors are a prestige professional group
that governments will listen to, and often there are special consultative com-
mittees to enable them to meet regularly with top health officials so that they
can exchange views.

Many ‘insider’ groups represent business and professional interests - indus-
trialists, farmers, doctors, bankers, food producers - which play a key role
in the economy. This gives them political influence. In some countries close
relations between government and private interests are promoted by similar
elite backgrounds - Oxford and Cambridge University and the London clubs
in Britain, the Grande Ecoles in Paris, the Tokyo Law School and the Law and
Business Schools of Harvard and Yale. In Britain and Japan, it is not uncom-
mon for ministers and senior civil servants leaving public service to work for
the very businesses and organisations which they were regulating when in
office - the so-called ‘revolving door’ in the UK and the USA, or ‘the descent
from heaven’ in Japan.

‘Outsider” groups do not have this special relationship. They are excluded
from close consultation because they lack bargaining power, are too critical
of government, are generally unpopular, or because
they prefer to be outside and independent of gov-
ernment. While ‘insider’ groups rely heavily on
their close government contacts, outsider groups use other methods of pro-
test, direct action and publicity-attracting demonstrations. One of the ironies
of pressure group politics is that powerful ‘insider’ groups can operate most
smoothly and quietly out of the public eye, while the ‘outsider’ groups, for all
the noise of their public campaigns, are less powerful and effective: protest
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Briefing 10.2

International peak organisations

International NGOs such as Amnesty International and environmental groups are often
regarded as key organisations in international governance, but they are only a small part of a
huge number. They attract a lot of media attention but it does not mean that they are as influ-
ential or powerful as some other NGOs that work effectively without much publicity, especially
those in the economic, business, health and labour areas. The following gives a flavour of the
range of international NGOs, and of the breadth of their organisation in the world:

e The World Council of Churches has a membership of about 400 million Christians rep-
resenting more than 330 churches, denominations and fellowships in 100 countries and
territories (www.wcc-coe.org).

e The International Confederation of Free Trade Unions is the world's largest trade union
body, with 221 affiliated organisations and 155 million members in 148 countries on five
continents. It maintains close links with other international labour organisations, such as
the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) and the International Trade Secretariats
(wwuwv.icftu.org).

e The Olympic movement consists of the International Olympic Committee (I0C), sixty-
five International Sports Federations, 199 National Olympic Committees, the Organising
Committees for the Olympic Games, national sports associations and clubs and their ath-
letes and other organisations recognised by the I0C (www.olympic.org).

e Rotary International is a world-wide organisation with some 1.2 million members in more
than 29,000 Clubs in 160 countries (wwvv.rotary.org).

e The World Association of Girl Guides and Girl Scouts has over 10 million members in 140
countries (www.wagggsworld.org). The World Scout Movement has more than 28 million
members in 216 countries and territories (Www.scout.org).

e The Union of International Associations is a clearing house for information about more
than 44,000 international non-profit organisations (wwuwv.uia.org). Its list of organisations
includes: The Disinfected Mail Study Circle, The International Group of Priests for Circus
and Showmen of All Confessions, The European Council of Skeptical Organisations, The
International Goat Association, The International Institute for Andragogy, The International
Union of Private Wagon Owners’ Associations, Proutist Universal, The Society of Indexers,
Toy Traders of Europe, The United Elvis Presley Society and The World Association of Flower
Arrangers.

politics is a weapon of the less powerful. Perhaps the best-known ‘outsider’
protest politicians in the world were Nelson Mandela (1918-) and Martin
Luther King (1929-68), which makes the point that protest politics can some-
times be both peaceful and successful.

The nature of government

The way pressure groups operate is strongly influenced by the nature of the
political system they are dealing with, and the location of power within it.
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Lobby A popular term for pressure groups
(based on the mistaken belief that pressure
group representatives spend a lot of time in the
‘lobbies’ or ante-rooms of legislative chambers).
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Direct routes
So far as they can, groups start with the most powerful actors:

Executives In presidential systems it is best to approach the president or a
staff member, and in parliamentary systems the prime minister or cabi-
net. Since only a few, special groups have such high-level access, the rest
must approach the less powerful points that they can reach.

Legislatures Groups without access to their political executives may start
with their legislature, which usually attracts a good deal of pressure group
activity, especially in the USA where parties are weak, elections frequent
and elected representatives are sensitive to special interest campaigns and
funds. Powerful groups do not need to waste time in the lobby of the legis-
lative body. They have privileged contacts in
committees and consultative bodies of govern-
ment, and prefer to use them rather than lobby-
ing the legislature, which is crowded with many
different groups all trying to win the ear of poli-
ticians, who may well already have a clear view about their policies. Some
groups choose to employ professional lobbyists (see fact file 10.1), and
some ‘buy’ their influence by contributing to campaign funds.

Government departments It is often effective to start with the top bureaucrats
in government departments, especially if the political system is blocked
by weak and fragmented parties, or by conflict between the executive
and legislature. It is probably also best to start with bureaucrats on tech-
nical matters because they will probably handle them in the end. Having
a friend or ally who is a top public servant is exceedingly helpful, just as
it is to have the ‘revolving door’ or the ‘descent from heaven’ provide a
retired official with special knowledge and contacts on your side.

State and local government Many pressure groups deal with local matters, so
their natural target is state or local government.

Indirect routes

Since many groups do not have good access to either elected or appointed
government officials, they try more roundabout routes to gain influence (see
briefing 10.3):

Political parties Aligned groups have special, friendly connections with pol-
itical parties, while others try to ‘buy’ influence by contributing to cam-
paign funds (see fact file 10.1). At the same time, parties that have already
taken a public stand on an issue will be hard to shift, so it is best to get in
early before they have thought about the matter.

Public campaigns Modern methods of advertising, desktop publishing and
computer mail shots have made public campaigns more attractive, but
they are still relatively expensive, time-consuming and uncertain in their
effects. There are so many groups in the political arena that it is difficult
for any one of them to have a big effect, but if a group has public opinion
on its side then governments are more likely to treat it with respect.



Fact file 10.1

Pressure groups and social movements

Pressure groups

One of the first pressure groups was The Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade,
founded in 1787 in Britain by William Wilberforce, a highly effective pressure group leader (www.
britannica.com/ ebc/article?eu=407999).

The number of registered Washington lobbyists is over 15,500 and their estimated expenditure in
2007 was $2.83 billion (www.opensecrets.org).

There are about 3,750 Political Action Committees (PACs) operating in Washington. Most
represent business, labour or ideological interests. In 1999 and 2000 they raised $604.9 million
and gave most of this to chosen election candidates. The biggest spenders were the National
Association of Realtors ($3.4 million), the Association of Trial Lawyers of America ($2.6 million),
the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees ($2.6 million), the Teamsters
Union ($2.6 million) and the National Auto Dealers Association ($2.5 million).

The European Union’s Directory of Special Interest Groups lists 915 lobby groups, mainly in the
sectors of agriculture (131), industry (301), services (331) and general interest (394). They range
from the Association of European Fruit and Vegetable Processing Industries to the Youth Forum of
the European Union.

One the largest social movements in India is the National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights. The
Dalits are the 240 million in India who are not one of the four castes — the untouchables.

The Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund (DGB) represents nearly 11 million trade unionists in
Germany (www.dgb.de/sprachen/englisch/grundsatz.htm). It operates at the Ldnder and
Federal government level in Germany, with the ETUC (www.etuc.org) in the European Union
and with the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions on the global level
(www.icftu.org).

The UN has a Conference of 374 NGOs which it lists as official consultative bodies.

The Union of International Associations estimates that the number of international NGOs grew
from 176 in 1909, to 833 in 1951, 1,718 in 1972 and 42,100 in 1998 (www.uia.org/statistics/
organizations/stybv296.php).

Mass media Many groups court publicity with press briefings and events
(see chapter 11). News reports may be cheaper and more effective than
advertising, but the channels of mass communication are overcrowded
and it is often difficult to get media attention. A big demonstration or an
eye-catching publicity stunt may do the trick, but nowadays there is no
shortage of these.

Courts Groups can achieve their goals through the courts, especially since
they now play an increasingly important political role. The litigious nature
of American society means that pressure groups are constantly in court,
but in other countries the courts are a last resort, because the legal pro-
cess is slow, expensive and uncertain.

International and multi-national government Pressure groups are increasingly
operating at the international level, lobbying bodies such as the UN and
the EU. The distinction between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ groups operates
here as well.

209


www.britannica.com/
www.britannica.com/
www.opensecrets.org
www.dgb.de/sprachen/englisch/grundsatz.htm
www.etuc.org
www.icftu.org
http://iml.jou.ufl.edu/projects/
Spring2000/Calcote/latam_la.html

FOUNDATIONS OF COMPARATIVE POLITICS

Briefing 10.3

A life of pressure: Peter Jenkins, a public affairs officer with the British Consumers’
Association
I wish I were taking people out to lunch all the time but it's not really like that. The Consumers’
Association is different from most lobbying organisations in that we are here to represent consumers’
interests and we don't have large budgets for entertaining in the same way as some of the private lobby-
ing firms.

| campaign on food and communication issues and work as part of a team made up of specialist advis-
ers, lawyers and staff from our policy unit. Between us we form, draft and carry out strategies on a variety
of issues. At any one time | might be working on BSE, GM crops, food poisoning or consumers’ problems
with the utility companies.

An example of the lobbying work we do would be the work we carried out in the run-up to the forma-
tion of the Food Standards Agency. The CA had long campaigned for such an agency to be put in place
and once it was announced, the focus of our efforts changed. During the drafting of the White Paper we
were in contact with civil servants writing the legislation; once it was published we worked in parliament
to produce amendments that we felt were in the public's best interest.

Because the present government has such a large majority in the House of Commons we have found
it easier to work in the Lords. It's a case of lobbying sympathetic peers, explaining what the impact of the
legislation will be if it is unchanged, and persuading them to table amendments.

Sometimes it involves stalking the corridors of parliament late at night; mostly it's about knowing the
right person to call, and picking up the phone.

The other side of my job is representing the organisation to the media. Part of the campaigning
involves writing press releases and being on call to do radio and TV interviews. On Monday | came into
work thinking I had a quiet day only to be told there was a car waiting to take me to ITN.

The thrill of the job is when you are working on a campaign that is getting MPs excited and there is the
perceptible feeling that things are really happening.
(Adapted from the Guardian, 12 May 2001)

Groups often use different combinations of access points into the political
system depending on their resources, characteristics and political connec-
tions, and they will often look for allies and build coalitions with like-minded
groups. The political arena is often so crowded that it is helpful to have other
groups that help the struggle. Sometimes this produces strange bed-fellows:
militant groups of alternative life-style ecologists have sometimes formed an
alliance with conservative landowners to protect the environment. There may
be a price to pay for coalition building if partners want help with their own
campaign as the cost of support. Some groups refuse to fight with others if
they think they are too militant and extremist, especially if they use violence.
Cooperation and coalition building help to moderate group demands.

B Determinants of power

It is extremely difficult to estimate the power of pressure groups, or to com-
pare one with another, because so many factors are involved. Environmental
groups seem to have been successful in recent years but they have been
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helped by a shift in public opinion, changes in government and media cover-
age of nuclear accidents, oil spills and the ‘greenhouse effect’. Has govern-
ment policy changed because of environmental campaigns or because of a
combination of these other factors? Of course, environmental groups have
themselves helped to change opinion, just as they have used their media skills
to publicise environmental disasters in order to bring pressure to bear on
governments. These different factors are so closely intertwined that it is vir-
tually impossible to sort them out and say how much is due to environmental
groups and how much to other factors. Group influence does seem, however,
to depend on two groups of considerations - the internal features of groups
and their issues, and the political environment in which they operate.

Group features
Groups can be distinguished in eight main ways:

e Income Some groups are wealthy and have offices and a large staff, others
are poor and rely upon a few voluntary workers. By and large, interest
groups are wealthier than cause groups, because they represent the eco-
nomic interests of their members, who have a strong material incentive
to join and pay a subscription.

e Membership size Large groups can collect membership subscriptions from
many people, and then use this income to pay staff to r