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I n Schumpeter's theory there is l i tt le that stands between the individual cit izen
and the elected leadership. The cit izen is portrayed as isolated and mlnerable in
a world marked by the competit ive clash of elites. In this account, scarcely any
attention is paid to ' intermediary' groups such as community associations,
religious bodies, trade unions and business organizations which cut across
people's l ives and connect them in complex ways to a variety of types of
institution. If judged in relation to this matter alone, Schumpeter's theory is
par t ia l  and incomplete.

A school of polit ical analysts, widely referred to as empirical democratic
theorists or 'pluralists', attempted to remedy this deficiency by examining
di rect ly  the dynarnics of  'group pol i t ics ' .  Explor ing the in terconnect ions
between electoral competit ion and the activit ies of organized interest groups,
p lura l is ts  argued that  modern democrat ic  pol i t ics is  actual ly  far  more
competit ive, and policy outcomes are far more satisfactory to all parties, than
Schumpeter 's  model  suggested.  The f lu id and open st ructure of  l ibera l
democracies helps explain, they contended, the high degree of compliance to
dominant polit ical institutions in the West. Pluralists gained a commanding
position in American polit ical studies in the lg50s and 1960s. \.4hile their
influence is by no means as extensive now as it was then, their work has hacl a
lasting effec{ on contemporary polit ical thought. Many, particularly Marxists,
have dismissed pluralism as a naive and/or narrowly ideological celebration ol
Western democracies, but the tradition has contributed important insights.

The intellectual ancestry of pluralism has not been thoroughly traced, although
a number of strands of influence can readily be detected. Schumpeter's crit iqrr,
of the 'unrcality' of both classic democratic ideals and the conception o:
representative government found in the writ ings of nineteenth-century l iberal.
l ike John Stuart Mil l had a decisive impact. Pluralists accepted Schumpeter .

broad view that what distinguishes democracies from non-democracies arc rh,
ways (methods) by wltich polit ical leaders are selected. Moreover, they affirrrrt ' ,:
as empirically accrlrate the claims that the electorate is more apathetic ancl lt,.-
well informed than democratic theorists had generally admitted, that indii- icltr.,
cit izens have litt le, if any, direct influence on the polit ical process and rh,, '
representat ives are of ten 'opin ion makers ' .  But  they d id not  th i l lk
concentration of power in the hands of competing polit ical elites was iner-itabl,
Fol lowing Weber,  they took as a star t ing poiut  the ex is tence of  r r r i r l .
determinants of the distribution of power and, hence, many power centres. Ih,
deployed Weber iar . r  ideas to help chal lenge doctr ines that  suggested r : . .
overwhelming ccntrality of f ixed groups of elites (or classes) in polit ical l i fc.
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\A/tri le the works of Schurnpeter and Weber were tl.re proximate sources of
pluralism, its intellectual terms of reference were set by two streams of thor,rgl-rt
above others: the Madisonian heritage in American clerrrocratic theory, and
tuti l i tarian conceptions of the inescapabil ity of the cornpetit ive pursuit of
interest satisfaction. Madison provided, according to Robert Dahl (one of the
earliest and most prominent exponents of pluralism),r 'a basic rationale for the
Amer ican pol i t ica l  system'  (Dahl ,  1956,  p.  5) .  Unl ike rnanv l ibera ls  who
emphasized the inrpor tance in democrat ic  pol i t ics of  an indiv idual  c i t izen 's
relation to the state, pluralists, following certain strands in Madison, have been
preoccupied wi th the 'problem of  fact ions '  (see pp.70-5) .  Plura l is ts  put
particular weight on the processes creating, and resulting from, individrrals
combining their efforts in gr<lups in the competit ion lbr porver. Like Madison,
they st ressed that  fact ions -  or ,  in  thei r  modern guise, ' in terest  groups 'or '
'pressure gloups' - are 'the natural counterpart of free association' in a world
where most desired goods are scarce and where a cclmplex industrial systen-l
fragments social interests and creates a multiplicity of clernancls. Like Madison,
they accepted that a fundanrental purpose of governrnent is to protect the
freedom of factions to further their polit ical interests while preventing any
individual faction from undermining tire freedorn of others. Unlike Madison,
however, pluralists argued (despite certain disagreenrents arnong themselves)
that far from posing a major threat to democratic associatior.rs, factions are a
structural source of stabil ity and the central expressiorr of democracy. For
pluralists, the existence of diverse competit ive interests is the basis of demo-
cratic equil ibrium and of the tavourable developtnent of public policy (see F{eld
and Krieger, 1984). They tended to take for granted the' view that just as
economics is concerned with individuals maximizing their personal interests,
pol i t ics is  concerned wi th sets of  ind iv iduals maxirn iz ing thei r  common
interests. Accordingly, a very particular uti l i tarian conceptiort of individuals as
satisfaction maxir.nizers, acting in competit ive exchanges with others in the
market  and in pol i t ics,  is  a lso presupposed (see Elster ,  l f )76) .

ln the modern competit ive world, marked by cornplexity and divisions of
interest, polit ical l i fe can never approach, pluralists admitted, the ideals of
Athenian democracy,  Renaissance republ ics or  the k ind of  democracy
anticipated by Rousseau or Marx. The world is unqr.restionablv ' imperfect' i f
jr"rdged by such standards. But it ought not to be so juclged. Rather, it should be
analysed by a 'descr ipt ive method'  which considers thc d is t inguishing
characteristics and actual functioning of all those nation-states and social
organizations that are commonly called democratic by social scientists (Dahl,
1956, p. 63). Pluralists aimed to describe the real workirtg,s of clemocracy and to
assess i ts  contr ibut ion to the development  of  contemporary society.  Hence,  thev
referred to thei r  own brand of  democrat ic  theory as 'enrp i r ica l  democrat ic
theory ' ,  a  descr ipt ive-explanatory account  of  the actual i tv  of  democrat ic
polit ics. Like Weber and Schumpeter, their goal was to be 'realistic' and
'objective' in the face of all those thinkers who asserted particular ideals without

L l )ahl  has beconre,  in some resDects at  least ,  a nrore radical  th inkcr r rver t i rne (see 1985, l9B9:

and see below).
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due attention to the circumstances in which they tbund themselves. Since the
pluralists' crit iclue of such thinkers is similar in many respects to the crit ical
treatment offerecl bv Montesquieu, Madison, Mill, Weber and Schumpeter, the
focus below wil l be on the pluralists' positive understanding of democracy. (A
sr.rccinct account of Dahl's crit ique of 'populistic democracy', as he calls it, can
be found in Dahl ,  1956,  ch.2. )

Group politics, governments and power

Several pluralist theories have been expounded, but I shall examine init ially
what mav be regarded as the 'classic version' found in the writ ings of, among
others,  Truman and Dahl  (see,  e.g. ,  Truman,  l95I ;Dahl ,  1956,  1961,  1971).  This
version has had a peruasive influence, although very few polit ical and social
scientists would accept it in unmodified form today (though many polit icians,
journalists and otl 'rers in the mass media sti l l  appear to do so). Pluralism has
been developeci bv some of its original exponents and a new variant, f iequently
referred to as 'neo-pluralism' or 'crit ical pluralism', has been established; this
latter model wil l be discussed in subsequent pages.

The essence of the classic pluralist position stems from investigation into the
dist r ibut ion of  power in  Western democracies.  By power,  p lura l is ts  have
generally meant a capacity to achieve one's aims in the face of opposition. As
Dahl put it, 'by "power" we mean to describe a . . . realistic relationship, such as
A's capacity for acting in such a manner as to control B's responses' (Dahl, 1956,
p.  l3) . 'A 's  capaci ty  to act  depends on the means at  A 's  d isposal  and,  in
particular, on tl.re relative balance of resources between A and B. Pluralists
emphasized that resources can be of a vast variety of types; f inancial means are
only one kind of resource, and can be easily outweighed by, for instance, an
opposition with a substantial popular base. Clearly, there are many inequalit ies
in society (of schooling, health, income, wealth, etc.) and not all groups have
equal access t<l all types of resource, let alone equal resources. However, nearly
every group has some advantage that can be uti l ized in the democratic process
to make an impact. Since different groups have access to different kinds of
resource, the infh.rence of any particular group wil l generally vary from issue to
issue.

In the pluralist i lccount, power is non-hierarchically and competit ively
arranged. It is an inextricable part of an 'endless process of bargaining' between
numerous groups representing different interests, including, for example,
business organizations, trade unions, polit ical parties, ethnic groups, students,
prison officers, women's collectives, and religious groups. These interest groups
may be structured around particular economic or cultural 'cleavages', such as

r  I 'here are other f i r r rnrr lat ions of  power in the plural is t  l i terature.  Dahl  h imsel f  has also
referred to power as involv ing 'a 

successful  at tempt by A'  to get  B to do something 
'he rvould

not  otheruvise ctr '  ( [ )ahl ,  1957; cf .  Nagel ,  1975, pp.  9-15).  \Vhether one emphasizes actual

beha,u ' ioural  outcornes of  the exerc ise of  power,  as Dahl 's  lat ter  def in i t io l r  suggests,  or

capaci t ies,  as his or ig inal  def in i t ion speci f ied,  the pl t r ra l is t  def in i t ion of  power tends to h inge on

the exercise of  cont lo l  over imrnediate events:  the issue is  the overcomir-rg of  B's immediate
res i s t ance  t o  A ' s  w i l l  o r  l ) r r r pose  ( see  Lukes ,  1974 ,  ch .2 ) .
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socia l  c lass,  re l ig ion or  ethnic i ty .  But ,  in  the long ternr ,  socia l  forces tend to
change their composition, alter their concenls and slt ift their positions. Hence,
tl-re cletermination of polit ical decisions at either national or local level does not
(and cannot)  ref lect  a 'majest ic  march '  of  ' the publ ic '  ur r i ted upon matters of
basic policy, as imagined, albeit in qr-rite diffelent ways, by l-ocke, Bentham and
Rousseau. Even when there is a numerical malority at an election, it is rarely
tuseful, Dahl stressed, 'to construe that majorit,v as nlore than an arithmetic
expression .  .  .  the numer ical  major i ty  is  incapable of  undertak ing any
coordinated action: it is the various components of the nunrerical majority that
have the means for  act ion '  (Dahl ,  1956,  p.  l46) .  Pol i t ica l  outcolnes are the resLl l t
of government and, ult imately, the executive trying to nrediate and adjudicate
between the competing demands of groups. In this process, the polit ical system
or state becomes almost indistinguishable from the ebb and llow of bargaining,
the compet i t ive pressure of  in terests.  Indeed,  ind iv ic iual  government
departments are somet imes best  conceived as just  anothel  k ind of  in terest
groLrp, as they themselves compete for scarce resources. 

'[hus, 
the making of

clemocratic governnrental decisions involves the steady trade-ofT between, and
appeasement of, the demands of relatively small groups, although by no means
all interests are l ikel-v to be satisfied fulty.

There is no single, powerful decision-making centre in the classic pluralist
rnodel. Since power is essentially dispersed throughout society, and since there
is  a p lura i i ty  of  pressure points,  a var iety  of  compet ing pol icy- tormulat ing and
decision-making centres arises. How, then, can any equil ibrium or stabil ity be
achieved in a democratic society l ike the United States? According to David
'frurnan, 

another early analyst of group polit ics:

Only the highly routinized governmental activit ies show any stabil ity . . . and
tl-rese rnay'as easily'be sulrordinated to elements in the legislature us to the chief
executive . . . organized interest Sroups . . . rnay play one scgrnent of the
structure agair-rst another as circunrslances and strategic considcrations pe'rmit.
l 'he total pattern of governnrent over a period of t in-re thLrs l)ros(' lrts a protean
complex of criss-crossir-rg relationships that char-rge in strcngth and direction
wi th a l terat ions in  the power and standing of  in terests,  organized and
unorganized.  (Truman,  1951 ,  p.  508)

The clue to why democracy can achieve relative stabil itv l ies, 
' l 'ruman 

argued, in
the very ex is tence of  a 'protean complex '  o f  re lat ionships.  Star t ing f ronr
Madison's assumption that the very diversity of interests in society is l ikely to
protect a democratic polity from 'the tyranny of a factious majority' (by

fragmenting it into factions), Truman suggested that 'overlapping membership'
between factions is an important additional explanatory variable. Since, in
-fruman's 

words, all ' tolerably normal' people enjoy ntult iple memberships
among groups with diverse - and even incornpatible - intcrcsts, each interest
group is l ikely to remain too weak and internally divicled to secure a share of
power incommensurate with its size and objectives. 

' l-he 
overall direction of

public policy emerges as a result of a series of relatively uncoolclinated impacts
upon governnrent, directed from all sides by competing forces, withottt any one
force lvielding excessive influence. Accordingly, out of the fray of interests,
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policy emerges - to a degree independently of the efforts of particular polit icians
-  wi th in ' the c lernocrat ic  mold '  (Truman,  l95 l ,  pp.503-16) .

None of this is to say that elections and the competit ive party system are of
trivial significance in determining policy. They remain crucial for ensuring that
polit ical repl'esentatives wil l be 'sor.newhat responsive to the preferences of
ord inary c i t izens ' (Dahl ,  1956,  p.  l3 l ) .  But  e lect ions and par t ies a lone do not
secure the equil ibriurn of democratic states. The existence of active groups of
various types and sizes is crucial if the democratic process is to be sustained and
i f  c i t izens are to advance thei r  goals.

Of course, some citizens are neither active in nor very concerned about
polit ics. A series ol' large-scale voting studies init iated in North America, within
the pluralist framework, found that voters were often hosti le to polit ics,
apathetic ancl uninformed about public issues (see, e.g., Berelson et al., 1954;
Campbell et al., 1960). The evidence showed that less than one-third of the
electorate was'strclr.rgly interested' in polit ics. However, none of this was taken
as evidence against the ph-rralist characterization of l iberal democracies and,
above all, of the tJS. For the classic pluralists maintained that it was only from
the standpoint of t lre abstract ideals of 'classical democracy' that these findings
could be juclged regrettable. In the contemporary world, people were free to
organize, thev had the opportunity to press interest group demands and they
enjoyed the right to vote out of office govenlments thev found unsatisfactory.
People's decisions to participate in polit ical processes and institutions were
theirs alone. Moreover, a degree of inaction or apathy might even be functional
for the stable continuity of the polit ical system. Extensive participation can
readil-v lead to incn'ased social confl ict, undue disruption and fanaticism, as had
been clearlv seen in Nazi Germany, fascist ltaly and Stalin's Soviet Union (see
Bere l son ,  1952 ;  Be re l son  e t  a l . ,  1954 ;  Pa rsons ,  1960 ) .  Lack  o f  po l i t i ca l
involvement c:an, in addition, be intelpreted quite positively: it can be based
upon trust in those who govern (see Almond and Verba, 1963). As one author put
i t ,  'po l i t ica l  apathy rnay ref lect  the heal th of  a democracy '  (L ipset ,  1963,  p.  32,  n.
20). In so arguing, the merging of the normative and empirical (frequently found
but often de'niecl in writ ings on democracv) was clearly manifest. Empirical
democratic theorists held that pluralist democracy was a major achievenrent,
irrespective of the actual extent of cit izen participation. Indeed, 'democracy'

does not seern to require a high level of active involvement front all cit izens; it
can work quite well without it.

I t  was Dalr l ,  perhaps more than anvone e lse,  who sought  to speci fy  the exact
nature of the 'pluralist democracies'. Unlike Truman, and many others writ iug
in the pluralist traclit ion, Dahl insisted on the importance of separating two
claims. He argued (l ) that if competit ive electoral systems are characterized by
a multiplicity of groups or minorit ies who feel intensely enough about diverse
issues, then democratic rights wil l be protected and severe polit ical inequalit ies
avoided with a certainry beyond that guaranteed by mere legal or constitutional
arrangements;  and (2)  that  there is  empir ica l  ev idence to suggest  that  at  least
certain polit ies, lor example, the US and Britain, satisfy these conditions.
Concerned to cliscover who exactly has power over what resources (hence the
tit le nf his fanrous study of ciry polit ics in America, WLto Couerrtsi), Dahl foLrnd
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that power is effectively disaggregated and non-cumulative; it is shared and
bartered by numerous groups in society representing diverse interests (Dahl,

1961). Who Gouerns? revealed multiple coalit ions seeking to influence public
policy. There were, to be sure, severe conflicts over policy outcotnes, as different
interests pressed their sectoral claims, but the process of interest bartering
through governmental  of f ices created a tendency towards 'compet i t ive

equil ibrium' and a set of policies which was positive for the cit izenry at large in
the long run.

At the minimum, according to Dahl, 'democratic theory is concerned with
processes by which ordinary cit izens exert a relatively high degree of control
over  leaders ' (Dahl ,  1956,  p.3) .  In  h is  v iew,  empir ica l  s tudy shows that  such
control can be sustained if polit icians' scope for action is constrained by two key
nrechanisms; regular elections and polit ical competit ion among parties, groups
and individuals. He emphasized that while elections and polit ical competit ion
do rtot make for government by majorit ies in any very significant way, 'they

vastly increase the size, number, and variety of minorit ies whose preferences
must be taken into account by leaders in making policy cl"roices' (l)ali l , 1956, p.
132) .  Moreover,  he contended,  i f  the fu l l  impl icat ions o l th is  are grasped,  then
the essential differences between fyranny and democracy, the preoccupation of
much polit ical theory, can finallv be unravelled.

Once liberalism achieved victory over the old 'absolutc. powers' of the state,
rnany l iberal thinkers, it wil l be recalled, began to express fear about the rising
power of the demos. Madison, de Tocquevil le and J. S. Mill, among others, were
all concerned about the new dangers to l iberty posed bv majority rule: the
promise of der.nocracy could be undercut by 'the people' thernselves acting in
concert against minorit ies. For Dahl, this concern has been lo a large degree
misplaced. A tyrannous majoritv is improbable because elections express the
preferences of various competit ive groups, rather than the wishes of a firm
rnajority. Sr-rpporters of democracy need not fear an 'excessively strong faction'.
Rather, what Dahl calls 'polyarchy' - a situation of open colrlest for electoral
support alnong a large proportion of the adult population - ensu res competit ion
among group interests: the safeguard of democracy. Thus, lre wrole,

The real rvorld issLre has not turned out to be whether a majorit lr, rnuch less 'the'

rnajority, wil l act in a tyrannical way through dernocratic prot:eclurcs to impose
its rvil l  on a (or the) minority. Instead, the nrore relevant qucstion is the extent to
rvhicl-r various minorit ies in a societv wil l frustrate the arnbitions of one another
rvith the passive acquiescence or indifference of a rnajority of adults or voters.

. . . i f there is anything to be said tbr the processes that actually distinguish
denrocracy (or polyarchv) from dictatorship . . . the distinction comes lvery
closel . . . to being one between government by a nrinoritv arrd govcrnr-nent by
nrinorit ies. As compared with the polit ical processes ol a dictatorship, the
characteristics of polyarchy greatly exter-rd the nunrber, size , arrcl clivcrsity of the
rlrinorit ies rvhose preferences wil l influence the outcornt: ol governmental
decis ions.  (Dahl ,  1956,  p.133)

The democrat ic  character  of  a regime is  secured by the ex is tence of  mul t ip le
groups or multiple minorit ies. Indeed, Dahl argued that democracy can be
def ined as 'minor i t ies government ' .  For  the value of  the democrat ic  process l ies
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in rule by 'multiple minority oppositions', rather than in the establishment of
the 'sovereignty of the majority'. Weber's and Schumpeter's scepticism about
the concept of popular sovereignty was justif ied, albeit for reasons different
from those they thenrselves gave.

Dahl reinforced the view that competit ion among organized interest groups
structures policy outcornes and establishes the democratic nature of a regime.
Whatever their differences, nearly all empirical democratic theorists defend an
interpretation of democracy as a set of institutional arrangements that create a
rich texture of interest group polit ics and allow, through competit ion to
influence and select polit ical leaders, the rule of multiple minorit ies. In Dahl's
assessment, t lr is is both a desirable state of affairs and one to which rnost l iberal
democracies actual ly  approximate.

While majolit ies rarely, if ever, rule, there is an important sense in which they
none the less 'govern'; that is, determine the framework within which policies
are formulated and adrninistered. For denrocratic polit ics operates, to the extent
that it persists over tirne, within the bounds of a consensus set by the values of
the polit icallv active members of society, of whom the voters are the key body
(Dahl, 1956, p. 132). lf polit icians stray bevond this consensus or actively pursue
their own objectives without regard for the expectations of the electorate, they
will almost certainly fail in any new bid for office:

rvhat rve ordinarily describe as democratic 'polit ics' is merely the chaff. It is the
sur face nrani festat ion,  represent ing superf ic ia l  conf l ic ts .  Pr ior  to  pol i t ics,
beneath i t ,  envcloping i t ,  rest r ic t ing i t ,  condi t ion ing i t ,  is  the undcr ly ing
consensus on pol i t 'y  that  usual lv  ex is ts  in  the society. . .  Wi thout  such a
consensus rro clt 'rrrocratic system would long survive the endless irritations and
frustratior-rs ()f elt 'ctions and party competit iorl. With such a consensus the
disputes over policy alternatives are nearly always disputes over a set of
alternatives that havc already been winnorved down to those within a broad area
ofbasic  agrecnrcnt .  (Dahl ,  1956,  pp.132-3)

Coutrary to Schumpeter's view that democratic polit ics is steered ultimately by
cornpeting elites, Dahl (in common with nrany other pluralists) insisted that it is
anchored to a valut- consensus that lays down the pararreters of polit ical l i fe.
True, there have always been polit icians or polit ical elites who have had a
profound impact cln the direction of a nation; however, their impact can only be
properly understood in relation to the nation's polit ical culture with which thel,
we re ' i n  t une ' .

The social plerequisites of a functioning polvarchy - consensus on the rules of
procedure;  consensus on the range of  pol icy opt ions;  consensus on the
legitimate sco;re of l lolit ical activity - are the most profound obstacles to all
fonns of oppressive rule. The greater the extent of consensus, the securer the
democracy. In so far as a society enjoys protection against tyranny, it is to be
found in non-constitutional factors above all (Dahl, 1956, pp. 134-5). Dahl did
r)ot deny the signil icance of, for example, a separation of powers, a system of
checks and balant:es between the legislature, executive, judiciary and
administrative bureraucracy - far from it. Constitutional rules are crucial in
determining the weight of advar.rtages and disadvantages groups face in a polit ical
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system; hence, they are often bitterly fought over. But the significance of
constitutional rules to the successful development of democracy is, Dahl argued,
'trivial 'when compared to non-constitutional rules and practices (Dahl, 1956, p.
135). And, he concluded, as long as the social prerequisites of democracy are
intact, democracy wil l always be 'a relatively efficient system for reinforcing
agreement, encouraging moderation, and maintaining social peace' (p. l5l).

Dahl's position does not require that control over polit ical decisions is equally
distributed; nor does it require that all individuals and groups have equal
polit ical 'weight' (Dahl, 1956, pp. 145-6). In addition, he clearly recognized that
organizations and institutions can take on 'a l i fe of their own', which may lead
them to depart, as Weber predicted, from the wishes atrd interests of their
members. There are 'oligarchical tendencies': bureaucratic structures can ossify
and leaders can become unresponsive elites in the public or private sectors.
Accordingly, public policy can be skewed towards certaiu interest groups which
have the best organization and most resources; it can be skewed towards certain
polit ically powerful state agencies; and it can be skewed by intense rivalries
between different sectors of government itself. Policy-making as a process wil l
always be affected and constrained by a number of lactors, including intense
pol i t ica l  compet i t ion;  e lectora l  s t rategies;  scarce resources;  and l imi ted
knowledge and competence.  Democrat ic  decis ion-nraking is  inevi tably
incremental and frequently disjointed. But the classic pluralist position does not
explore these potentially highly significant issues very lully; their implications
are not pursued. For the central premisses of this position - the existence of
mul t ip le power centres,  d iverse and f ragmented interests,  the marked
propensity of one group to offset the power of altother, a 'transcendent'

consensus which binds state and society, the state as judge and arbitrator
between factions - cannot in the end shed light on, or explain, a world in which
there may be systematic imbalances in the distribution of power, influence and
resources. The full consideration of such issues is ittcotnpatible with the
assumptions and terms of reference of classic pluralisnt.

Politics, consensus and the distribution of power

The account of interest group polit ics oft 'ered by classic pluralists was a
significant corrective to the one-sided emphasis on 'elite polit ics', and the
overemphasis on the capacity of polit icians to shape conternporary l ife, found in
the writ ings of the competit ive elit ists. Pluralists stressed, rigltt ly, the many ways
in which par t icu lar  pat terns of  in teract ion,  compet i t io t r  and conf l ic t  are
'inscribed' into, that is, embedded in, the organization, adrninistration and
policies of the modern state. Electoral constraints ancl interest group polit ics
mean that the abil ity of polit ical leaders to act inclependently of societal
demands and pressures wil l almost always be comprornisecl, with the exception
perhaps of t imes of war and other types of national emergency. Democracy as a
set of institutions cannot be adequately understood without detailed reference
to this complex context.

However, the pluralist emphasis on the 'empirical' nature of democracy
compounds a diff iculty in democratic thought, a diff iculty created, in part, by
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Weber and Schurnpeter .  By def in ing democracy in  terms of  what  is
conventionally called 'democracy' in the West - the practices and institutions of
l iberal democracy - and by focusing exclusively on those mechanisms through
which it is said cit izens can control polit ical leaders (periodic elections and
pressure group pol i t ics) ,  p lura l is ts  nei ther  systemat ica l ly  examined nor
compared the justif ication, features and general conditions of competing
democratic models. The writ ings of the key pluralist authors tended to slide
from a descriptive-explanatory account of democracy to a new normative
theory (see Duncan and Lukes,  1963,  pp.  40-7) .  Thei r  ' real ism'  enta i led
conceiving of democracy in terms of the actual features of Western polit ies. In
thinking of democracy in this way, they recast its meaning and, in so doing,
surrendered the rich history of the idea of democracy to the existent. Questions
about the natrrre and appropriate extent of cit izen participation, the proper
scope of polit ical nrle and the most suitable spheres of democratic regulation -

questions that have been part of democratic theory from Athens to nineteenth-
century England - are put aside, or, rather, answered merely by reference to
current practice. The ideals and methods of democracy become, by default, the
ideals and methods of the existing democratic svstems. Since the crit ical
criterion for adjudicating between theories of democracy is their degree of
'realism', models wl-rich depart from, or are in tension with, current democratic
practice can be dismissed as empirically inaccurate, 'unreal' and undesirable.

Suggestions about ways in which democratic public l i fe might be enriched
cannot be explored adequately within the terms of reference of classic pluralism.
This is i l lustrated most clearlv by the use of the findings on the degree to which
citizens are unirrfornred and/or apathetic about polit ics. For the most part, the
classic pluralists regard such findings simply as evidence of how litt le polit ical
participation is necessary for the successful functioning of democracy. Limited or
non-participation among large segn-rents of the cit izenry - for instance, non-
whites - is not a troubling problem for them, because their theoretical framework
does not invite discussion of the extent to which such phenomena might be taken
to negate the defirrit ion of Western polit ics as democratic. Empirical f indings,
once again, become inadequately justif ied theoretical virtues.

The question rerrtains, of course: how satisfactory is pluralism as an account
of 'reality'? An intriguing place to begin an assessment of this matter is by
examining fur ther  the under ly ing value consensus which,  Dahl  c la imed,
u l t i rnate ly  in tegrates state and society.  Whi le Schumpeter  bel ieved
acquiescence to a cornpetit ive electoral system entails a belief in the legitin-racy
of the system, Dahl contended that it was from the depths of polit ical culture
that support for a polit ical system derives. One of the most famous studies
within the pluralist tradition, Almond and Verba's Tlrc Ciuic Crtlture (1963), set
out to explore directlv, through a comparative nationwide sample survey of
polit ical attitudes, whether modern Western polit ical culture was a source of
such support. It is worth reflecting upon the findings of this study for a moment.

According to Almond and Verba, if a polit ical regirne is to survive in the long
run ' it must l)e accepted by cit izens as the proper form of government per se'
(Almond and Ver l la ,  1963,  p.230) .  Democracy,  in  thei rv iew,  is  indeed accepted
in this sense 'by elites and non-elites' (p. 180). They arrived at this conclusion by
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taking as a suitable index for the measurernent of acceptance or legitimacy
whether individuals reported pride in their country ancl its polit ical institutions
(pp.  102-3,246).  But  a number of  th ings need to be noted.  F i rs t ,  only  a minor i ty ,
46 per cent, of the Brit ish respondents (the second higliest percentage after the
US figure) expressed pride in their governrnental system, and this despite the
fact that Bfitain was regarded as a bastion of democracy (p. 102). Second,
Alniond and Verba's measure of legitimacy was, l ike the general pluralist
treatment of this concept, very crude. For it failed to distinguish between the
different possible meanings of pride and their highly ambiguous relation to
legitinracl'. For instance, one can express pride or pleasurc in parliamentary
democracy without in any way implying that it operates now as well as it might,
or that it is the proper, or best or most acceptable, form of government. One can
express pride in something while rvishing it substantially altered. Almond and
Verba did not investigate possibil i t ies l ike this, and yet their study is probably
the key pluralist study of polit ical attitudes. Third, Almond and Verba appear to
have misinterpreted their own data. It can be shown that a carelul reading of the
evidence presented in The Ciuic Culture reveals not only that the degree of
colnmon value comrnitment in a democracy l ike Britain is quite l imited, but also
that according to the oniy (and indirect) measure of social class used - the type
of fbrmal education of the respondent - working-class people frequently express
views which Almond and Verba think reflect'the most extreme feeling of distrust
and a l ienat ion '  (Aimond and Verba,  1963,  p.  268;  see Mat tn,  1970;  Pateman,
l9B0). Almond and Verba tailed to explain the systematic diffbrences in polit ical
orientation of social classes and, cutting across these, of rnen and women, which
their own data revealed.

l 'hat value consensus did not exist to a significant extent in Britain and the
tlnited States, during the period in which classic pluralisrn was formulated, was
confirmed by a survey of a large variety of empirical rnaterials based on research
conducted in the late 1950s and early 1960s (Mann, 1970). 

' fhe 
survey disclosed

that middle-class people (white-collar and professional workers), on the whole,
tended to exhibit greater consistency of belief and agreerrrent over values than
did working-class people (manual workers). In so far as there were common
i'alues held by the working class, they tended to be hosti le to the system rather
than supportive of it. There was more 'dissensus' between classes than there was
'consensus ' .  Fur ther ,  i f  one examines 'pol i t ica l  ef f icacy ' ,  that  is ,  people 's
estirr.ration of their abil ity to influence government, noteworthy differences
could also be recorded among classes: the middle class tended to assert far
greater confidence than the working class. Considerable distance from, and
r l is tnrst  of ,  dominar-r t  pol i t ica l  inst i tu t ions were indicated among work ing-c lass
people (c f .  Pateman,  1971,  1980).  Strong a l leg iance to thc l ibera l  democrat ic
svstern and to 'democrat ic  norms'  appeared,  in  sum, to be corre lated d i rect ly ,  as
noted in  chapter  5 above,  to socioeconomic status.

It should be stressed that much of the research on value consensus is
arnbiguous and diff icult to interpret. What matters here and what can be said
n'ith confidence is that any claim about widespread adherence to a common
value system needs to be treated with the utmost scepticisnr. Further support for
this view can be derived from the very history of the societies ir-r which pluralism
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arose. Throughout the I960s arrd earl-v 1970s there was an escalation oi tension
and conflict within the United States and Western Europe which is hard to
understand within the pluralist framework. In the context of an overarching
trend to slowing rates of economic growth, growing unemployment, severe
diff iculties in public f inances, mountir-rg levels of industrial confl ict, crisis in
inner city areas and ethnic conflict, challenges grew to the 'rule of law' and
publ ic  inst i tu t ions.

The per ioc l  of  l968-9 represents something of  a watershed (S.  Hal l  e t  a l . ,  l978) .
The anti-Vietnarn war movement, the student nlovement and a host of other
polit ical groups associated with the New Left altered the polit ical pace: it was a
time of marked polit ical polarization. Demands for peace, the extension of
democrat ic  r ights to workers in  industry  and to local  communi t ies,  the
emancipation of wornen and resistance to racisnr were just some of the issues
which produced unparalleled scenes of protest in (postwar) London and
Washington, and touk France to the edge of revolution in May 1968. The new
social nrovenrents seemed to define themselves against alnrost everything that
the traditional polit ical system defended. They defined the system as rigid,
regimented, authoritarian and empty of moral, spiritual and personal content.
While it is easy to exaggerate the coherence of these movements and the degree
of support they enjoyed, it is not easy to exaggerate the extent to which they
shattered the prerlisses of classic pluralism. Within pluralist terms, the events
and circumstances of the late lg60s were wholly unexpected. Moreover, the
tangle of corruption and deceit revealed in the centres of Arnerican democracv
during the Watergate scandal of the Nixon era brought the very idea of an 'open

and t rusted '  governrnent  fur ther  in to d isrepute (McLennan,  1984,  p.84) .
One of the rnost irnportant reasons for the failure of classic pluralism to

characterize Westenr polit ics adequately l ies in fundamental diff icult ies with the
way power and power relations were conceived. In an influential crit ique of the
pluralist concept of power, Bachrach and Baratz drew attention to exercises of
power which tnay have already determined the (observable) instances of control
by A over B, which constitutes power in the pluralist view (Bachrach and Baratz,
1962, pp. 947-52). 

' l 'hey 
rightly pointed out - adopting Schattschneider's

concept  of  the 'nrobi l izat ion o l  b ias '  -  that  persons or  groups may exerc ise
power by 'creating or reinforcing barriers to the airing of policy cor-rfl icts' (cf.
Schattschneider, 1960). In other words, A may be able to control B's behaviour
by participating in a non-clecision-makingprocess:

Of course, power is cxercised when A participates in the making of decisions that
affect B. But powcr is also exercised when A devotes his energies to creating or
reinforcing social and polit ical values and institutional practices that l inrit the
scope of the polit ical process to public cor-rsideration of onlv those issues rvhich
are comparatively innocuous to A. To the extent that A succeeds in doing this, B
is preventecl, for all practical purposes, from bringing to the fore any issues that
might in thcir resolution be seriously detrimental to A's set of preferences.
(Bachrach and [Jaratz- ,  1962,  p.949)

Bachrach and Baratz.'s crit ique is of considerable significance, drawing attention
as it does to the wav in which power is deployed not only when things happen
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(decis ior t -making)  but  a lso when they do not  appear to do so (non-decis ion-
making) .  l {owever,  power cannot  s imply be conceived in terms of  what
indiv iduals do or  do not  do,  a posi t ion which Bachrach and Baratz themselves
seemed to adopt. For, as Lukes observed in a tell ing analysis of the concept of
po\\,er, ' the bias of a s1'stem is not sustained simply by a series of individuallv
chosen acts, but also, most importantly, by the socially structured and culturally
pat terned behaviour  ofgroups,  and pract ices o l inst i tu t ions '  (Lukes,  1974,p.22) .
If power is defined in terms of the capacity of individuals to realize their wil ls
against resistance, collective forces and social arrangenrerlts wil l be neglected. It
is not surprising, then, that classic pluralists failed to begin to grasp those
asyrnmetries of power- between classes, races, men and rvornen, polit icians and
ordinary cit izens - which were behind, in large part, the decay of what they
cal led 'consensus pol i t ics ' .

' Ihere 
is a range of other diff iculties with the classic ph.rralist position, all of

rvhich stem frorn an inadequate grasp of the nature arrd distribution of power.
-[he 

existence of many power centres hardly guarantees that government wil l ( l)
l isten to them all equally; (2) do anvthing other than comnrunicate with leaders
of such centres; (3) be susceptible to influence by anybodv other than those in
polverful positions; (4) do anything about the issues under discussion, and so or.r
(Lively, 1975, pp. 20-4, 54-6,7l-2, l4l-S). \4hile classic pluralists recognized
some of these points, thev did not pursue their implications for an analysis of the
distribution of power and of polit ical accountabil ity. In adclit ion, it is abundantly
c lear  that ,  as a l ready pointed out  in  the d iscussion oI  Schurrrpeter 's  analys is  of
the conditions of polit ical participation, many groups do not have the resources
to conrpete in the nationai polit icai arena with the clout of, for instance,
porverful lobby organizations or corporations. Many do not have the minimum
resources for polit ical mobil ization. In retrospect, the pltrralists' analysis of the
conditior-rs of polit ical involvement was extraordinarily naive. It is hard to avoid
the view that, in part, many pluralist thinkers must have been so anxious to
affirm the achievements of Western democracy in the postwar era that they
lailed to appreciate a large range of potential objections.

Some of these objections would now be accepted by key'pluralists', among them
Dahl  (1978,  1985,  1989).  In  fact ,  as a resul t  o f  both conceptual  and empir ica l
problems with pluralist theory, classic pluralism has effectively been dissolved
into a series of competing schools and tendencies, although the contours of a
nerv 'neo-plura l is t '  posi t ion have crysta l l ized (see Mc[-ennan,  1984,  1995).  This
is a noteworthy theoretical development, which is particularly apparent in
Dahl's writ ings.

Democracy, corporate capitalism and the state

ln A Prefttce to Ecortonric Dentot:racy (1985), Dahl argucd that the main threats to
liberfy in the contemporary world have not turnecl out to be related, as de
Tocquevil le and others predicted, to demands for equalitv - the threat of a
majority to level social difference and eradicate polit ical diversiw (Dahl, 1985, pp.
44ff, 50ff, l6l-3). There mav be tensions between equality arrcl l iberty, but eqr.rality
is not in general inimical to l iberty. In fact, the most f irndamental challenge to



r70 V A R I A N l ' S  F R O M  t  t l t i  T W I i N  f  I I I ' f  t l  C I I N ' f  U R \

liberty derives tron irrequaliry, or liberty of a certain kind: 'liberty to accumulate
unl imi ted economic resources and to organize economic act iv i ty  in to
hierarchically governed enterprises' 1p. 50). The modern system of ownership and
control of finns is deeply implicated in the creation of a variety of forms of
inequality, all of which threaten the extent of political liberty. As Dahl put it:

Ownership antl r:<tntrol contribute to the creation of great differences among
citizens in lvcalth, income, status, skills, information, control over information and
propaganda, ac('ess to political leaders, and, on the average, predictable life
chances, nol only for mature adults but also for the unborn, infants, and children.
After all due qualifications have been made, differences like these help in turn to
generate significar.rt inequalit ies among cit izens in their capacities and
opportur.rities for lrarticipating as political equals in gouerrt ing tlte state. (1985, p.55)

In stark contrast Io A Preface to Dentocratic Theory (1956), Dahl averred, in a
major  concessiorr  to  Marx 's  theor ies of  the state (a l though he d id not
acknowledge this in so manv words), that modern 'corporate capitalism' tends
' to produce inequal i t ies in  socia l  and economic resources so great  as to br ing
about severe violations of polit ical equality and hence of the democratic
process '  (1985,  p.  60) . : r

The nature of these violations, however, goes beyond the creation and
immediate i rnpact  of  economic inequal i t ies.  For  the very capaci ty  of
governments to act in ways that interest groups may desire is constrained, as
many Manists have argued and as neo-pluralists l ike Charles Lindblom also
now accept (Lindblont, 1977; cf . Dahl, 1985, p. 102). The constraints on Western
governments and state institutions - constraints imposed by the requirements
of private accrrmulation - systematically l imit policy options. The system of
private investlnent, private property, etc., creates objective exigencies that must
be met if economic growth and stable development are to be sustained. If these
arrangements are threatened,  economic chaos quick ly  ensues and the
legitimacy of governments can be undermined. In order to remain in power in a
liberal democratic electoral svstem, governments must, in other words, take
action to secrlre the profitabil ity and prosperity of the private sector: they are
dependent upon the process of capital accumulation which they have for their
own sake to maintain. I-indblom has explained the point well:

Because public t irnctions in the market system rest in the hands of businessmen,
it follows that jobs, prices, production, growth, the standard of l iving, and the
economic security of everyone all rest in their hands. Consequently government
officials c;lurol be indifferent to holv lvell business performs its functions.
Depression,  in f la t ion,  or  other  economic d isasters can br ing down a
government. A rnajor function of government, therefore, is to see to it that
businessnren pcrfornr their tasks. (Lindblom, 1977, pp.122-3)

A government's policies must follow a polit ical agenda that is at least favourable
to, i.e. biased towarcls, the development of the system of private enterprise and
corporate power.

i '  Dahl  made the satne point  about 
'bureaucrat ic  

socia l ism'wi thout ,  however,  developing i t
at  any length ( l9t l5,  p.  t i t ) ) .
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Democratic theory is thus faced with a major challenge, a challenge far greater
than de Tocquevil le and J. S. Mill imagined, and far more complex than the
classic pluralist theorists ever conceived. Polit ical representatives would find it
extremely diff icult, i f not irnpossible, to carry out the wishes of an electorate
committed to reducing the adverse effects on democracy and polit ical equality
of corporate capitalism. Democracy is embedded in a socioeconomic svstem
that systematically grants a 'privi leged position' to business interests. According
to Dahl, this ought to be a concern to all those interested in the relation between
the l iberties that exist in principle for all cit izens in a denrocracy and those that
exist in practice. A commitment to democracy can only be sustained in the
contemporary era, he contended, if one recognizes that self-government cannot
be fir l ly achieved unless there is a major transformation in the power of the
cclrporations. This, in turn, entails recognition of the superioritv of the right to
self-government over the right to productive property (Dahl, 1985, p. 162). The
fulfi lment of the promise of polit ical l iberty requires the establishment of a
rvidespread system of cooperative forms of ownership and control in f irms; that
is, the extension of democratic principles to the workplace and to the economy
irr general (see Dahl, 1989, chs 22-3). Dahl's proposals for overcoming the
economic obstacles to democracy wil l be returned to later (see ch. l0 below).
The point to stress here is that in the view of neo-pluralists l ike Dahl and
Lindblom, interest groups cannot be treated as necessarily equal, and the state
cannot be regarded as a neutral arbiter among all interests: the business
corporation wields disproportionate influence over the state and, therefore, over
the nature of democratic outcomes.

The above considerations suggest the need to examine nrore closely the actual
functioning of state institutions. It would not be surprising if sectors of the state
- above all, the Iess accountable sectors l ike defence - wcre locked into the
interest structure of a number of major manufacturers (see Duverger, 1974). But
it would be quite wrong to suggest, neo-pluralists emphasized, (hat democratic
irrstitutions are controlled directlyby the various economic interest groups with
rthich they interact. In pursuing their own interests (e.g. t lre prestige and
stall i l i ty of their jobs, the influence of their departments), 'state managers' are
nrore than l ike ly  to develop thei r  own aims and object ives.  Pol i t ica l
|epresentatives and state officials can constitute a powerful inlerest group, or a
powerful set of competing interest groups, concerned to enhance (expand) the
state i tse l f  and/or  to  secure par t icu lar  e lectora l  outcomes.  Democrat ic
polit icians are engaged not only in satisfying the demands of leading groups in
civil society, but also in pursuing polit ical strategies which place on the agenda
certain issues at the expense of others; mobil izing or undermining particular
sectors of  the communi ty ;  appeasing or  ignor ing specia l  demands;  and
stimulating or playing down electoral matters (see Nordlinger, l98l). In the
context of these processes, neo-pluralists recognized the cornplex possible
ramif icat ions and dangers of  the development  of  entrenched pol i t ica l  in terests
and bureaucratic structures which always make it necessary to analyse 'who

actual ly  gets what ,  when and how'  (see Pol l i t t ,  l9B4).  Despi te the prominence
granted to business in terests,  neo-plura l is ts  have been carefu l  l ro t  to  por t ray a
se'tt led or f ixed picture of the forces and relations underpinning conternporary
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democratic polit ics. 
-Ihey 

have retained some of the essential tenets of classic
pluralism, including the account of the way liberal democracy generates a
variety of pressure groups, an ever shift ing set of demands and an ultimately
indeterminate array of polit ical possibil i t ies. In addition, they have continued to
af f i rm l ibera l  democracy as a cruc ia l  obstac le to the development  of  a
monolithic, unresponsive state: competit ive polit ical parties, an open electoral
sphere and vigilant pressure groups can achieve, they hold, a degree of polit ical
accountabil ity that no other model of state power can match. Model M presents
a summary of the classic pluralist and neo-pluralist positions.

\Vhat exactly democracies are and what exactly they ought to be are issues which
have become perhaps more complicated with the passage of t ime. The trajectory
of pluralism il lustrates this well; theories of the character and desirable nature of
democracy have been successively altered. Within pluralism, many of the
central questions about the principles, key features and general conditions of
democracy are now more open to debate than ever before. The same can be
said,  i t  is  in terest ing to note,  about  developments in  r iva l  theoret ica l
perspectives, especially neo-Matxism.

Accumulation, legitimation and the restricted sphere of the
political

There are two significant theoretical strands in polit ical studies wl'r ich have
extended the crit ique of pluralism: neo-Marxist developments in state theory
and appraisals by social scientists of the significance of 'corporatist ' tendencies
in modern polit ical institutior-rs.a In settir-rg out these developments below in
broad outl ine, I shall not only examine their contributions to the discussion of
pluralism and democratic theory, but also highlight the controversies among the
leading authors. l 'he main focus wil l be on the neo-Marxist discussion of the
state, since, for r.r-ry pllrposes here, it is of greater interest than the corporatist
contribution. However, there is a discussion of the latter towards the end of the
chapter, before a consideration of some of the outstanding issues posed bv
plura l isnr  and i ts  c l i t ics.

Throughout the 1960s and I970s there was a notable revival of interest in the
analvsis of democracy and state power among Marxist writers (see Jessop, 1977;
I 990, for a suruey). As chapter 4 sought to show, Marx left an ambiguous heritage,
never fully reconcil ing his understanding of the state as an instrument of class
domination with his acknowledgement that the state might also have significant
polit ical independence. Lenin's emphasis on the oppressive nature of capitalist
state institutiorrs certainly did not resolve this ambiguity, and his writ ings seem
even less conrpell irrg after Stalin's purges and the rise (and fall) of the Soviet
state (see ch.t] below). Since the deaths of Marx and Engels, many Manist

' l ly'corporalist ' lenclt 'ncies is meant here the progressive emergence of forrnal and/or
itrformal, extrapar'l iarrrt 'ntary arrangernelrts bet\deen leaders of kev labour, business anrl slate
organizat ions to r t 'solve rr ra ior  pol i t ical  issues in exchange for  the enhancement of  their
cor l rorate interests (sce Schmit ter ,  1974; Pani tch,  1976; Offe,  1980, 1996a).
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In sum: model Vl

Pluralism

Pri nciple(s) of justification
Secures government by minorit ies and, hence, polit ical l iberty

Crucial obstacle to the development of excessively powerful factions and an unresponsive
state

Key features
Citizenship rights, including one-person-one-vote, freedom of expression, freedom of
organrzatron

A system of checks and balances between the legislature, executive, judiciary and
admin istrative bureaucracy

Competit ive electoral system with (at least) two partres

Classic pluralism Neo-pluralism

Diverse range of (overlapping) interest Multiple pressure groups, but polit ical
groups seeking polit ical influence agenda biased towards corporate

power

Governments mediate and adjudicate The state, and its departments, forge
between demands their own sectional interests

Constitutional rules embedded in a Constitutional rules functron in
supportive polit ical culture context of diverse polit ical culture and

system of radically unequal economic
re50urces

General conditions
Power is shared and bartered by numerous Power is contested by numerous
groups In socrery groups

Different types of resource dispersed Poor resource base of many groups
throughout population prevents their full polit ical

oanrctoatron

Value consensus on politrcal procedures, Uneven distrrbution of socioeconomic
range of policy alternatives and legitimate power provides opportunities for and
scope of  pol i t ics l imi ts  to pol i t rca l  opt ions

Balance between active and passive cit izenry Unequal involvement in polit ics:
sufficient for polit ical stabil ity insufficiently open government

lnternational framework upholding the lnternational order compromised by
rules of pluralist and free-market societies powerful multinational economic

interests and dominant states
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writers have made contributions of considerable importance to the analysis of
polit ics (for instance, Lukdcs, Korsch and Gramsci explored the many complex
and subtle ways classes sustain power), but it was not unti l the 1960s tl- lat the
relation between state and society was fully re-examined in Manist circles. The
earliest of this wclrk emerged as an attack on empirical democratic theory. It is
useful, therefore, to start with this attack. The neo-Marxist 'alternative' to l iberal
democracv, to tlre extent to which one was explicit ly developed, wil i be
examined later, particularly in the following chapter.

Ralph Miliband provided a major stimulus to neo-Marxist thought with the
publication of Tlrc State in Capitalist Sociery (1969). Noting the increasingly
central position of the state in Western societies, he sought, on the one hand, to
reassess the relationship Marx posited between class and state and, on the other,
to evaluate the classic pluralist model of state-society relations which was then
the reigning orthodoxy. Against those who held that the state is a neutral arbiter
among social interests, he argued: (l) that in contemporary Western societies
there is a donrinant or ruling class which owns and controls the means of
production; (2) that it has close l inks with powerful institutions, among them
polit ical parties, the military, universit ies and the media; and (3) that it has
disproportionate representation at all levels of the state apparatus, especially in
the 'command positions'. The social background of civil servants and public
officers (ovenvhelmingly from the world of business and property, or from the
professional middle classes), their special interests (a smooth career path), and
their ideological dispositions (wholly accepting of the capitalist context in which
they operate) mean that most, if not all, state institutions function as'a crucially
important and committed element in the maintenance and defence of the
structure of power and privilege inherent in . . . capitalism' (Miliband, 1969, pp.
l2B-9). The capitalist class, Miliband insisted, is highly cohesive and constitutes
a formidable constra int  on Western governments and state inst i tu t ions,
ensuring that they remain ' instruments for the domination of society'. However,
he maintained (defending what was earlier called Marx's position l) that in
order to be polit icatly effective, the state must be able to separate itself routinely
from ruling-class factions. Government policy may even be directed against the
short-run interest of the capitalist class. He was also quick to point out that
under except ional  c i rcumstances the state can achieve a h igh order  of
independence frorn class interests: for example, in nationai crises.

In putting forward these arguments, Mil iband was making a number of points
- above all, about the polit ical centrality of those who own and control the
means of production - which were some years later to be considered plausible,
as we have already seen, by neo-pluralists. But his unremitting emphasis on
class as the central structural determinant of democratic polit ics and state
action marks his position off from the later contributions of thinkers l ike Dahl:
the emphasis on the capitalist class suggests an 'affinity' but not an ' identity'

between perspectives, because neo-pluralists retain Weber's stress on the
interrelated but to a significant degree independent dynamics of class relations
and polit ical processes (cf. Mclennan, 1984, pp. 85-6). Nicos Poulantzas,
Miliband's main r.reo-Marxist crit ic, developed a number of arguments which
highlight even nrore sharply the gulf between these perspectives.



[)lttralism ancl its Critics 175

Poulantzas sought to clarifu further Marx's position I (rvit lr i ts emphasis on
scope for autonomous state action). He rejected what he cor.rsidered Miliband's
'subject iv is t 'approach:  h is  at tempt to explore the re lat ions between c lasses and
the state through ' inter-personal relations'. As Poulantzas wrote: 'The direct
participation of members of the capitalist class in the state apparatus and in
government ,  even where i t  ex is ts ,  is  not  the important  s ide of ' the mat ter '  (1972,
p.245). Much more important are the 'structural components' of the capitalist
state which lead it to protect the long-term framework of caltitalist production
and to neglect wider issues of accountabil ity.

In order to grasp these structural components, it is essential, Poulantzas
argued, to understand that the state is the unifying elerne'nt in capitalism. More
speci f ica l ly ,  the state must  funct ion to ensure (1)  the 'pol i t ica l  organizat ion 'of
the dominant classes which, because of competit ive pressures and differences of
immediate interest, are contir-rually broken up into 'class fractions'; (2) the
'pol i t ica l  d isorganizat ion '  o f  the work ing c lasses which,  because of  the
concentrat ion of  product ion,  among other  th ings,  can threaten the hegemony of
the dominant classes; and (3) the polit ical 'regrouping' of classes from non-
dominant modes of production which, because thev are econonticallv and
pol i t ica l ly  tnarg inal ,  can act  against  the state (Poulantz.as,  1973,  pp.287-B\ .

Since the dominant classes are r,ulnerable to fragnrentation, their long-term
interests require protection bV a centralized polit ical authoritv. The state can
sustain this function only if i t is 'relatively autonomous' f iorn the particular
in terests of  d iverse f ract ions.  But  what  exact  autonomy a state has is  a
complicated matter. The state, Poulantzas stressed, is not a rnonolithic entity
capable of straightforward direction; it is an arena of confl ict and schism, the
'condensation of class forces' (Poulantzas, 1975). The degree ol'autonomy states
acquire depends on the relations among classes and class fractions and on the
intensity of social struggles. Insistent, at least in his early work, that power is 'the

capacify to realize class interests', Poulantzas contended that state institutions
are 'power centres ' ,  but  c lasses 'hold power ' .  Relat ive autonolny 'devolves 'on the
state ' in the power relations of the class struggle' (Poulantzas, 1973, pp.335-6).

Thus, the modern l iberal democratic state is both a necessary result of the
anarchic competit ion in civil society and a force in the reproduction of such
competit ion and division. Its hierarchical bureaucratic apparatus, along with its
electoral leadership, simultaneously seeks to construct and represent national
unitv - the 'people-nation' - and atomize and fragment tl-re body polit ic (at least
that  par t  of  ' the bodv '  which potent ia l ly  threatens the ex is t ing order)
(Poulantzas, 1980). The state does not simply record socioeconomic reality, but
enters into its veri/ construction by codifying its form and reinforcing its forces.

There are, however, diff icult ies in Poulantzas's formulation of the relationship
between classes, polit ical power and the state. For he at one and the same time
granted a certain autorlonry to the state and argr.red that all power is class
power.s Apart frorn such inconsistencies, he severely underestirnated the state's

' In his last book Poulantzas took steps to resolve these problcrns: .sfdte, Power, Socialisnt
(1980) ivas his most successful work. Ho',t 'ever, I do not think it fullv surrrrounted the oroblems,
although it contributed sonre irnportant insights.
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own capacitl '  to influence and respond to social and economic developments.
Viewing the state solely from a 'negative' perspective - that is, from the point of
view of how fhr the state stabil izes capitalist economic enterprise, or prevents
the developnrent of potentially revolutionary influences - led to a peculiar de-
emphasis of the capacity of the working classes, and of other groups and social
movements, to infltrence the course artd the organization of the state (see

Frankel ,  1979). ' l 'o  the extent  that  the state actual ly  par t ic ipates in  the
'contradictions of class relations', it cannot merely be 'a defender of the status
quo' .  Fur ther ,  Por . r l i rn tzas 's  emphasis on the state as the 'condensat ion of  c lass
forces'meant that his account of the state was drawn without sufficient internal
definit ion or instittrt ional differentiation. How institutions operate and the
manner in which the relationship among elites, governn'lent officials and
parliamentarians evolves were neglected.

Invigorating the debate in neo-Maxist circles about democrac-v, class and
state power, (l laus Offe challenged - and attempted to recast - the terms of
reference of  both Mi l iband and Poulantzas (see Frankel ,  1979;  Keane,  l9B4b).
For Offe, the state is neither simply a 'capitalist state' as Poulantzas contended
(a state deterrnir.red by class power) nor'a state in capitalist society' as Miliband
argued (a state that preserves a degree of polit ical power free from inrmediate
class interests). Starting from a conception of contemporary capitalism which
stresses its internal differentiation into a number of sectors, Offe maintained
that the most significant feature of the state is the way it is enmeshed in the
contradictions ol capitalism. In his account, there are four defining features of
this situation.

First, privalelv owned capital is the chief foundation of economic enterprise;
but economic ownership confers no direct polit ical power. Second, the capital
generated through private accun-rulation is the material basis upon which the
finances of the state depend, these finances being derived from various modes
of taxation upon wealth and income. Third, the state is dependent upon a source
of income which it does not itself directly organize, save in nationalized
industr ies.  The state thus has a general  ' in terest ' in  fac i l i ta t ing processes of
capital accunrulation. Ihis interest does not derive from any all iance of the state
with capital as such but from the generic concern of the state with sustaining the
conditions of its own perpetuation. Fourth, in l iberal democratic states, polit ical
power has to be won by gaining mass electoral support. This polit ical system
helps rnask the fact that state revenues are derived from privately accumulated
wealth upon which the state, above all, relies.

The consequence of these characteristics of the capitalist state is that it is in a
strulctLlrally contraclictory position. On the one hand, the state must sustain the
process of accumulation and the private appropriation of resources; on the
other hand, it rnust preserve belief in itself as the impartial arbiter of class
interests,  thereby lcg i t imat ing i ts  power (Of fe,  1984).  The inst i tu t ional
separation of state and economy means that the state is dependent upon the
flow of resources florn the organization of profitable production. Since in the
main the resources from the accumulation process are 'beyond its power to
organize', there is an 

' institutional self-interesrof the state', and an interest of all
those who wield state power, to safeguard the vitality of the capitalist economy.
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\\rith this argument, Offe differentiated his position from both Miliband and
Poulantzas (and came c lose to the neo-plura l is t  v iew).  As he put  i t ,  the
inst i tu t ional  se l f - in terest  of  the state 'does not  resul t  f ronr  a l l iance of  a par t icu lar
government with particular classes also interested in accunrulation, nor does it
re 'su l t  f rom any pol i t ica l  power of  the capi ta l is t  c lass which "puts pressure"  on
the incurnbents of state power to pursue its class interest' (Offe and Ronge, 1975,
p. 140). On its own behalf, the state is interested in sustaining accumulation.

l 'he nature of polit ical power is determined in a dual way: by lormal rules of
clenrocratic and representative government which fix the instittrt ional form of
.lccess to polit ical power, and by the material content of the accuntulation

l ) rocess which sets the boundar ies of  successfu l  pol ic ies.  Given that

l lovernments require electoral victory and the financial rcsources to implement
policy, they are forced increasingly to intervene to manage economic problems.
fhe growing pressure for intervention is contradicted, however, by capitalists'
( 'oncern for freedom of investment and their obstinate resistance to state efforts
to control productive processes (seen, for example, in effbrts by business to
avoid 'excessive regulat ion ' ) .

The rnodern state,  therefore,  faces contradic tory inrperal ives:  i t  nrust
rnai r r ta in the accumulat ion process wi thout  underrn in ing e i ther  pr iuate
accumulation or the belief in the market as a fair distributor of scarce resources.
Intervention in tl-re economy is unavoidable and yet the exercise of polit ical
control over the economy risks challenging the traditior-ral basis of the legitirnacl'
of the whole social order: the l iberal belief that the collective good lies in private
individuals pursuing their goals with minimal interference f}om an 'even-

handed'  s tate.  The state,  then,  must  in tervene but  d isguise i ts  preoccupat ion
n'ith the health of capital. Thus, Offe defined the l iberal dernocratic capitalist
state'(a) by its exclusion from accumulation, (b) by its necessary function for
accumulat ion,  (c)  by i ts  dependence upon accumulat ion,  and (d)  by i ts  funct ior . r
t<r  conceal  and deny (a) ,  (b)  and (c) '  (Of fe,  1975,  p. laa) .

It is intriguing that while neo-pluralists have not been preoccupied with the
kinds of  issue ra ised by point  (d)  of  Of fe 's  def in i t ion,  points (a)- (c)  could be
lccepted readily by rnany neo-pluralist thinkers. The positions of Lindblom,
Dahl and Offe converged on a number of fundamental issues: the dependence
of Western democratic polit ies on privately generated resources; the degree to
rvhich l iberal democratic states support (are necessarily biased towards) 'the

corporate agenda'; and the extent to which the functioning of democracy is
linrited or constrained by private possession of the means of production.
.\ lthough Offe ascribed a central role to the state as a urediator of class
antagonisms and placed rnore emphasis or-r class than either l, indblorn or Dahl
nould have accepted,  they a l l  a lso af f i rmed the v iew that 's tate managers 'can
enjoy some independence from immediate economic and social pressures; that
is, that the state cannot be understood exclusivelv in relatior.l to, or reduced to,
.0c ioeconomic factors.

However, the prime emphasis of a great deal of Offe's work during the 1970s
and early 1980s was on the state as a'reactive rnechanisrl ' . He argued that if his
defrnit ion of the modern state was valid, then ' it is hard to imagine that any state
in capitalist society could succeed in performing the functior.rs that are part of
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this definit ion simultaneously and successfully for any length of t ime' (Offe,
1975, p. 144). ln order to examine this hypothesis, Offe investigated the nature of
state administratiorr and, in particular, its capacity for effective administrative
action. The problenrs of administration are especially severe, Offe suggested,
since manv of thc policies undertaken by contemporary governments do not
simply conrplemenl rnarket activit ies but actually replace them. Accordingly,
Offe argued, in an interesting parallel to the corporatist view, that the state often
selectively favours those whose acquiescence and support are crucial to the
untroubled continuity of the existing order: leading corporate groups and
organized labotrr. I le contended, furthermore, that the representatives of these
'strategic forces' increasingly step in to resolve threats to polit ical stabil ity
through a highly informal, extraparliamentary negotiation process (1979, p. 9).
Thus, the l iberal democratic state, in its bid to maintain the continuity of
existing institutional arrangements, wil l tend to favour a compromise antong
powerful establislred interests; a compromise, however, that is all too often at
the polit ical and econornic expense of vulnerable groups, for example the young,
the elderly, t lre sick, the nor.r-urrionized and the non-white (see Offe, 1984, 1985,
for a further discussion). The conditions of what I earlier calied l imited or non-
participation of'a large range of people are reproduced systematically, in Offe's
view, as a resull of the state's concern to sustain the overall institutional order in
which capi ta l is t  mechanisms occupy a pr inte p lace.

There are many significant implications of Offe's analysis, including his view
that key polit ical problems are only 'solved' in modern capitalist democracies by
either suppressing tl.rent or displacing them into other areas. Some of these
implications wil l be examined in the following chapter, which focuses on
theories of the 'crisis of democracv'. \44rat need special ernphasis here are the
advantages olOff'e's work over that of Mil iband and Poulantzas as a contribution
to the analysis of contemporary l iberal democracies. Offe's emphasis on the way
the state is enmeshecl in class antagonisms surmounts some of the l imitations of
Mi l iband's  and Poulantzas 's  'negat ive '  v iew of  the state as funct ional ly
interlocked witlr the needs of capital or the capitalist class. Offe's work highlights
the way that the state is pushed and pulled by a variety of forces into providing
a range of policies and services which benefit not only capital but also some of
the best organized sectors of the working class. The history of the labour
movement is the history of a constant effort to offset some of the disadvantages
of the power diffelential between employees and employers. In response, the
state has introduced a variety of policies which increase the social wage, extend
public goods, enhance democratic rights and alter the balance between public
and private sectors. Offe's work clearly recognizes that social struggle is
' inscribed' into the very nature of the state and policv outcomes. \Mhile the state
is  dependent  on the process of  capi ta l  accumulat ion,  the mul t ip l ic i tv  of
economic, social and electoral constraints on policy means, Offe rightly pointed
out ,  that  the state is  by r - ro means an unambiguous agent  of  capi ta l is t
reproduction.' l 'he denrocratic state's partiality and dependence can to a degree
be both offset and masked by successive government attempts to nlanoeuvre
within these conflicting pressures. In addition, Offe's emphasis on the frequenr
cost of this rlanoeuvring to the most vulnerable in societv is, I believe,
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significant. To the extent that these issues can be placed at the heart of an
'ernpirical democratic theory', a basis is created for a more defensible account of
t[.re operations of eisting democracies.

But Offe skewed his understanding of democracy and the state by
rrnderestimating the capacity of polit ical representatives and adrninistrators to be
effective agents of political strateg/. Although he formally recognized this capaciW,
he did not give it sufficient weight. His tendency to explain the developrnent and
lirnitations of state policy by reference to functional imperatives (the necessity to
satisfy capital and labour, accumulation and legitimation) er-rcouraged him to play
dorvn the 'strategic intell igence' which government and state agencies often
clisplay, and which is particularly apparent in a historical and comparative
appreciation of the diuerse patterns of state activify in liberal capitalist societies
(see Bornstein et al., lg84; P. Hall, 1986). An additional shortcoming, related to
this, involves his neglect of the different forms of institutional arrangement which
constitute 'democracies' in different countries.6 How these arrangements are
reproduced over time, and how and why they differ from one country to another,
rvith what consequences, are important considerations for any adequate
assessment of democratic models (see Potter et al., 1997).

The changing form of representative institutions

One group of polit ical analysts has attempted to overconre sorne of these gaps in
clemocratic theory by studying the emergence of corporatism (see Schmitter,
1974;  Pani tch,  1976;  Middlemas,  1979;  c f .  fessop,  1990;  Pierson,  l99 l ) .  A l though
most 'corporatist ' thinkers have overgeneralized the significance of their
findings, it is useful to highlight the latter briefly, as they suggest a number of
noteworthy trends. First, changes in the economy in the lwentieth century have
given rise to ever more concentrated economic power, which has often enabled
private capital to gain the upper hand in struggles with labour. Faced with a
recalcitrant labour force, capital can always move its ccntres of investment,
rnaking jobs more scarce and weakening the capacity of labour to press
demands. Partly in response to the power of capital, and partly as a result of the
sheer complexity of a modern econorny, the labour movenrent has itself become
nrore concentrated, more bureaucratized and more professionalized. Powerful
organizations of both capital and labour have emerged to corrfront one another
in the rnarket place, each able and wil l ing to disrupt the plans of the other.
Before these developments there ruas a multiplicity of economic and social
groups r,ying for polit ical influence, as classic pluralism imagined, but there is
no rlore. Any models in democratic theory which suggest that diverse interests
are pursued,  as a leading exponent  of  corporat is t  theory put  i t ,  by 'an

unspecified number of multiple, voluntary, competit ive, n<-rn-hierarchically
ordered and self-determined . . . categories', are no longer valid (Schmitter, 1974,
p.93; see Held and Krieger, 1984, pp. 12-14).

" Many of these shortcomings have been addressed bv Offe hirnsclf in his rnore recent
rvrit ings (see, fbr example, 1996a, 1996b). These works examine thc clcvclopment of European
democratic polit ies, West and East, shedding new, l ight on thc nature and prospects of
dernocratic polit ics.
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In the context of rising expectations and demands, especially in the first two
decades following World War Il, the abil ity of capital and labour to disrupt
economic growth and pol i t ica l  s tabi l i ty  (by,  respect ive ly ,  wi thhold ing
investment or takiug strike action) posed ever more serious Inanagenent
problems for the state. But while class forces influenced state action, they never
controlled the latter. Instead of the picture of classes dominating polit ics offered
by Marxists, corporatist theorists focused on the centralized power of organized
interest groups, arrd the attempts by the state to overcome the problems they
generated by an irrt 'entiue strategy of polit ical integration. Thus, contemporary
corporatism has been defined as:

a systeln ol irrlerest representation in which the constituent units are organized
into a l irnitecl nurnber of singular, compulsory, hierarchically ordered and
functionally t l i fterentiated categories, recognized or l icensed (if not created) by
the state and granted a deliberate representational monopoly within their
respective categories in exchange for observing certain controls on their
select ion of  lcadcrs and ar t icu lat ion of  demands and supports .  (Schmit ter ,  1974,
pp.93_4)

Corporat is t  arrangernents general ly  refer  to  ' t r ipar t i te '  re lat ior- rs  between
organizatior-rs of enrployers, laborlr and the state, steered ultimately by the latter.

In the corporatist accour-rt, the directive capacities of the state have increased,
allowing it to construct a framervork for econornic and polit ical affairs. In return
for direct channels of bargaining with state officials - a 'representational

monopoly' - leaders of key organized interests (for example, the Trades Union
Congress in Uritain) were expected to deliver support for agreed policies and, if
necessary, keep their own members firmly in l ine. The polit ics of negotiation
became systematized along stricter, more formal l ines, although most of the
discussion between parties took place informally, behind closed doors and out
of public vie,uv, A t 'ew key organizations participated in the resolution of pressing
quest ions in  exchange for  re lat ive ly  advantageous set t lements for  thei r
members. Corporatist arrangements were, then, polit ical strategies for securing
the support  of  c lor .n inant  t rade unions,  business associat ions and thei r
respect ive c<.r r rs t i  t  t rerrc ies.

There are scveral different accounts of the above developments to be found in
the corporat is t  l i terature (e.9. ,  Winkler ,  1976;  Schmit ter ,  1979;  Pani tch,  l9B0).  In
the context oithis chapter, the differences between these accounts are, however,
not as sigr-rif icarrt as the general polit ical consequences that are said to follow
from tripartite relations: the new polit ical structures which crystall ized with the
'post- l ibera l ,  corporate capi ta l is t  era ' .  Three centra l  c la ims are pressed.  F i rs t ,  i t
is  argued that  t radi t ional  representat ive pol i t ica l  inst i tu t ions have been
progressiveh' displaced by a decision-making process based on tripartism. The
posi t ion of  par l iarnent  as the supreme centre for  pol icy ar t icu lat ion and
agreement has been eroded; the passage of a bil l  through parliament is more
than ever before .r nrere process of rubber stampir-rg. Second, it is contended that
parliamentary or territorial representation is no longer the chief way in which
interests are expressed and protected. Although classic modes of representation
remain ( in  the fbrm of  members of  par l iament ,  etc . ) ,  the most  important  work of
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Covernments seek strateqies to resolve economic problems
and mediate between ever growing demands

@f territorially defined Oo*.ui
institutions by functional forms of representation

Erosion of polit ical influence of rank-and-fi le members of
pol i t ica l  and economic organizat ions

State agencies create formal  and informal  bargain ing
arrangements with representatives of key interest groups,

no tab l v  l abou r  and  cap i t a l

Emergence of new protest patterns from those marginalized
or exc luded f rom the establ ished pol i t ica l  agenda,  e.g.

the iobless and socia l  act iv is ts

Figure 5.1 Corporat ism and the erosion of  par l iament  and par ty  pol i t ics

pol i t ica l  and economic management is  carr ied out  by funct ional  represent-
i r t ives,  i .e .  by delegates f rom corporat ions,  unions and branches of  the state.
I:rtraparliamentary polit ical processes have steadily become tl.re central domain
of decision-making. Third, it is maintained that the scope fbr involvement in
policy development bv territorially based representatives, let alone by ordinary
ei t izens,  has decl ined steeply.  Pol i t ica l  par t ic ipat ion becr l rnes the preserve of
rrrganizational elites. h-r short, the sovereigntv of parlianrent and the power of
c ' i t izens are undermined by economic changes,  pol i t ica l  pressures and
organizational developrnents. New 'f lexible' avenues of negotiation replace the
nrore conrplicated mechanisms of lawmaking and public aLlthority. Those
rrrarginalized by these processes may object (e.g. the jobless arrcl social activists
of  d iverse k inds) ,  spark ing of f  'unof f ic ia l 'protest  movemel t ts ,  but  in  general
corporat is t  th inkers l rave tended to assume that  th t :  new inst i tu t ional
procedures forge a unity among the key societal factions. 

' l 'he 
nrairlr steps in the

corporat is t  v iew are set  out  in  f igure 6.1.
fhe trends highlighted by corporatist thinkers ale certainlv rroteworthv. The

participation of organized interest groups in the governing proccss has major
rnrp l icat ions for  democracy in  the West  (see Middlenras,  1979,  p.381) .  In
fircusing on the emergence of patterns of extraparliamentary negotiations about
pLrblic issues, corporatists usefully shed light on one set of factors which help
t ' rp la in t l - re l imi ted ef fect iveness of  formal  replesentat ive st luctures,  and the
rrruch discussed restricted scope of parliamentary bodies. If there has been a
rveakening of the sovereignty of the people, it would surely have to be explained
in par t  b_v the terms of  reference of  corporat is t  th inkers.  But  several
qualif ications are in order.
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To begin with, the idea that there was once a relatively unrestricted sphere of
parliamentary discussion and init iative, now much denuded, should be treated
with cautior.r, as rlrost polit ical theorists from Marx to Weber, Lenin to Dahl, have
done. It is clear that parliaments have always operated within a substantial
range of constraints. The latter may indeed have changed over the years, but it
would be very hard to justify the view that the effectiveness and authority of
representative institutions have been particularly weakened in recent t imes. In
addition, while corporatist theory has exposed some significant changes in the
operations of post-war governments, few areas, if any, outside macroeconomic
pol icy have been the subject  of  t r ipar t i te  agreements;  and even wi th in
nlacroeconorlic policy verv l itt le besides incomes policies has fitted the
'corporatist ' accour)t. There are few sound reasons for supposing that functional
representation has actually replaced the role of parties and parliaments.
Moreover, to the extent that corporatist arrangements have developed, they
have remained fragile because they require the presence of a relatively rare set
of conditions which secure the integration of labour, including;

I  an at t i t t rde wi th in the labour movement which favours 'cooperat ive

management' over structural or redistributive measures in macroeconomic
pol icy;

2 the presence of  re levant  s tate inst i tu t ions for  t r ipar t i te  management
init iatives;

3 the institutionalization of trade union power within a coordinated working-
c lass movement;

4 sufficient centralization for decisions by labour confederations to be binding
upon individual iudustrial unions;

5 adequate elite in(luence within unions to ensure rank-and-fi le compliance
with agreed policies. (Adapted from Held and Krieger, 1984, p. la)

Broad corporatist arrangements have taken hold in only a few countries, notably
Austria, the Netherlands and Sweden; manv of the conditions remain unmet
elsewhere and in some countries l ike Britain only a few have been met for the
shortest t ime (see Lehmbruch, 1979; cf. Will iamson, 1989).

The prospects for the development of tripartite relations were brightest
during the period of economic expansion from the lg50s to the earlv I970s. The
prosperity of these years certainly helped encourage the view that all key
interests could be accommodated in the polit ics of the postwar era. Economic
growth nreant t l.rat r.nanagement and labour, along with administrators of policy,
might  f ind scope for  manoeuvre and a basis  for  sat is fact ior- l  or  fu ture
satisfaction. By cor.rtrast, the severe economic diff iculties experienced in many
countries from the mid-1970s to the late l980s brought sharply into focus the
limited commorl ground between labour and capital, and the poor prospects for
the realization of institutions premissed upon the existence of a wil l ingness to
negotiate and conrpromise on core economic questions. In recognition of this, it
is hardlv surprising that the major concern of much later democratic theory
shifted dramaticallv - to the 'crisis of democracy' (see ch.7 below).

Atten-rpts at constructing corporatist arrangements may themselves have
contributed to sornc of the pressures that faced democracies from the mid-
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.');0s. The tavourit ism towards certain powerful or dominant groups expressed
:rr corporatist strategies weakens the electoral/parliamerrtarV support of the
:rrore vulnerable groups, which mav be required for governnrents' stabil ity. By
llacing certain issues high on the polit ical agenda, tripartisnr leacls inevitablv to
:he rnarginalization or exclusion of others. More fundamcntallv, the attempt to
, ' r ) f i ) rce such st rategies may erode respect  for ,  and thc acceptabi l i ty  of ,
nstitutions that have traditionally channelled conflict, e.g. party systems and

, rrnventions of collective bargaining. Thus, new arrangenrents Ilay backfire, as
.onl€ corporatist theorists have indeed suggested, encouraging the formation of
,pposition movements based on those excluded from key established polit ical

. iec is ion-making processes,  e.g.  ord inary workers,  thosc concerned wi th
('nVironmental issues, anti-war campaigners, the women's nrovenlent activists
rnd those in regional or nationalist movements (see Offe, l9U0).

Iror corporatist arrangements to have fundamentally altered the character of
ie rnocracy, they would probably have had to ensure not onlv a symmetry of
i)o\ver between the dominant organized interests - which would allow genuine
:rargaining - but also some way of involving in the process of decision-making
r l l  re levant  in terests and points of  v iew.  This they cer ta in ly  have not  done.  To the
, ' r r t€nt  that  they represent  a new form of  representat ion,  they mark an
rrtt-.resting but l imited development in the theory and practicc ol 'ciemoclacv in
. ip i ta l is t  society.  However,  the presence of  corporat is t  inst i tu t i r lns is  cer ta in lv
rnother factor to be considered, and certainly another l i lrce which further
:r, lnoves from ordinarv cit izens anv substantial control over social, economic
rnd pol i t ica l  af fa i rs .

i)t,nrocratic theory is in a state of f lux. There are almost as urany differences
lntong th inkers wi th in each of  the major  s t rands of  pol i t ica l  analys is  as there are
lnrong the traditions themselves. Many non-Marxists have conre to appreciate
rhe l imi tat ions p laced on democrat ic  l i fe  by,  among other  th ings,  rnassive
. oncentrations of ownership and control of productive property. The best of
rt 'cent Marxist work has undertaken a reappraisal of l iberal representative
rnstitutions and affirmed that state activity has to be partlv understood in
rclation to the dynamics of electoral processes, changing patterns of interest
ionstellations and the competit ive pressure of groups, n<lt all ol 'which stem
lronr class. In addition, there are interesting points of cclnvergence in the
norrnative aspirations of neo-pluralists and neo-Marxists. Although the former
.it l irm the abiding importance of representative democracy, they concede that
Jernocratic l i fe is unacceptably impaired by large concentrations of private
('( 'onomic power. Until recently, Marxists have not generally been prepared to
reth ink thei r  commitment  to the pol i t ics of  Marx 's  c lass ic  v is i r ln  (model  IV,
p.  120) .  But  th is  has r - row changed.  Par t ly  in  response to the state 's  growth in
\\ 'cstern and Eastern Europe and the challenges to this, agaitr, in West and East,
rhcre has been a reassesslnent  by some Marx is ts  of  the l ibe la l  democrat ic
r' lnphasis on the importance of individual l iberties ancl rights, as well as of
qroLlps and agencies organizing tl-reir activit ies independenlly of state or party
r'ontrol. The significance of certain l iberal democratic ittnovations has, as
r'hapters 7 and 8 wil l show in more detail, been more fully appreciated.
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However, evetr the best contemporary models of democracy share a number
ol l imitations which stem from their focus on, above all, state-economy
relations. While Marxists have extended the concept of polit ics to embrace the
power relations of production, none of the traditions has adequately examined
those vicious circles of l imited or non-participation in polit ics anchored in
relations of sexual and racial domination, or pondered the implications of the
work of f igtrres l ike Wollstonecraft for democratic theory (see pp. 49-54). This
par t ia l i ty  and one-s idedness mean unquest ionably that  the ins ights of
contemporary models of democracy remain l imited. Marxism, pluralism and the
other non-Marxist approaches heretofore examined all appear to be premissed
on a conception that the polit ical coincides with the public sphere of state
and/or economic relations, and that the latter is the proper domain of polit ical
activitv and study. Accordingly, the world of 'private' relations, with its radically
asymmetrical demands and opportunities for cit izens, is excluded from view.
How exactly one overcomes this deficiency, as one must, while reconcil ing some
of the most inrportant insights of the leading traditions of democratic theory
rema ins  an  open  ques t i on .


