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Rei han Sal am

HABERMAS VS. WEBER ON DEMOCRACY

ABSTRACT: Haber nas endor ses denocracy as a way to res-
cue nodern life fromthe economc and bureaucratic
conpul sion that Véber saw as an inescapabl e condition
of nodernity. This rescue nission requires that Haber -
mas subordi nate denocracy to people's true interests,
by liberating their political deliberations fromincur -
sions of noney or power that could interfere wth the
formation of policy preferences that clearly reflect
those interests. But Habernas overl ooks the opagque na-
ture of our interests under conpl ex nodern conditions,
and the difficulty of even know ng what the nodern state
i s doing+et alone judging whether what it is doi ng
serves our interests well. These overl ooked sources of
public ignorance buttress Vg¢ber's nore pessinistic
under st andi ng of denocracy, and like the theatrics sur -
roundi ng popul ar soverei gnty, public ignorance both
enabl es and nasks the autonony that allows state offi -
cials and non-state opinion |l eaders to shape public pol -
i cy undenocratical ly.

The classical view of denocracy as rule by the people
leaves little roomfor state autonony. If denocratic poli -
tics involves nothing but the collection and transl ation of
public preferences into public policy, the state is little
nore than a passive device that facilitates the process, a
vast playing field on which extant, fully forned social ac-
tors vie for privileges and imunities. If, however, as
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Theda Skocpol (1985, 9) maintains, states “fornul ate
and pursue goals that are not sinply reflective of the de-
nands or interests of social groups, classes, or society,”
then if we are to gain a realistic understandi ng of denoc-
ratic states, we nust first find sound aternatives to the
classical viewalternatives that take into account both
the nal leability of public opinion and the possibility that
state personnel can operate “behind the backs” of an ig-
norant public, and behind the facade of public control over
state acti ons.

Following the work of Mirray Edel man and others in
the tradition of “postnodern political science,” | nain-
tain that nodern denocracy is less a formof self-legis-
lation, i.e., an instrunent that secures voter control of
public policy, than it is an elaborate series of public
rituals that legitinate bureaucratic rule. M approach,
designed to interrogate settled understandi ngs of politi -
cal denocracy, reflects an attenpt to appreciate the
limts placed on self-rule by public i nconprehension of
politica natters, and public ignorance of the theories
needed to understand and effectively govern conpl ex so-
ceties.

| begin wth a consideration of Jirgen Habernas’s no-
tions of “communi cative action” and “communi cative
pover,” the foundational prenmises of his discourse the-
ory of denocracy. Gfered as a nornative ideal that avoi ds
the pitfalls of liberaismand republicanism the dis-
course theory derives its appeal fromits direct chall enge
to the “colonization of the lifeworld’—the inperialism
of noney and power that, Habernas believes, threaten to
under mne communi cative sources of social solidarity.
Habernas affirns a denocratic politics that harnesses
comuni cative power in the formof |aw for purposes of
regul atory countersteering agai nst commercial power
(w thout succunbing to bureaucratic power). In a sense,
Habermas's theory is an attenpt to redeemthe denocra-
tic faith entbedded in the classical view a faith under-
mned by the realist critiques of Pareto, Mbsca, Mchels,
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and nost pertinently, Max Wber (Habermas 1975,
123).

I wll examne each of the three normative alterna-
tives Habernas descri bes—iberal, republican, and dis-
course-theoretic—n light of public-opinion research.
The brief survey of literature concerning public igno-
rance and inconprehension that follows suggests that
Habernas’ s cure may be worse than the disease, because
“the col onization of the lifeworld’ is unavoi dable, irre-
pressible, and irreversible. lIgnorance is not incidental
to nodern denocratic states; rather, it is endemc, an
effect of hierarchizing processes that are essentia to
state efficacy. Uhder these conditions, denocratic poli -
tics can only serve a prinarily syniolic function.

If we try to take up Habenas's insights but | eave be-
hind his inchoate optinism we are left wth a nodified
version of Veber's theory of denocracy as bureaucratic
rule, to which popular allegiance is achi eved by hook or
by crook.

Haber mas and \Weber

As the promse of the Enlightennent was realized in in-
dustrial capitalismand the dranatic materia progress
it nade possible, a profound sense of alienation energed
(at least anong intellectuals). Faced wth the specter of
Marx, a generation of social thinkers, led by Max
Wber, turned a critical eye toward the foundations of
noder n soci ety.

Véber sought to conprehend the underlying dynamc
of nodernity, “rationalization.” He held that human
freedomis gravely threatened by the i nescapabl e | ogi c of
rationalization. The classical viewof denocracy as self-
governnent is anong the first casualties. Decades |ater,
Habermas was faced with the conparabl e chal | enge of
considering the contradictions that define life under late
nmodernity. In nmany respects, he sought to contend wth
the same issues, including alienation in the face of na-
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terial progress, that faced Veber at the dawn of the
twentieth century.

During the postwar period, however, industrial capi-
talismand bureaucratic governance had been irrevoca-
bly transforned by the advent of the welfare state and
nass denocracy. In terns of sheer detail and conpl ex-
ity, the governing institutions of the netropolitan Vést
had progressed fromthe baroque to the rococo, as (it
was thought) the nanagenent of class conflict had noved
tothe center of political life. Mreover, socia differen-
tiation, including the pluralization of forns of life as
vell as a highly articulated division of l|abor, had in-
creased so nmuch that the real mof deep cultural consen-
sus had contracted, just when the welfare state’s need
for political coordination expanded. A the sane tine,
the realmof deliberation divorced frommateria con-
cerns, which Habermas (anmong others) considered an
essential neans of effecting both consensus and coordi -
nation, seened to be under assault.

To address the origins of these phenonena, Habernas
takes Wber’s nodel of rationalization as his point of
departure. At the same tine, he transforns it. For
Haber nas, nodern society is essentially Janus faced: it
is an organic whol e conposed of system (the econony
and the state) and lifeworld (personal life and the non-
state public sphere). Mreover, he contends, rational -
ization itself is a dual phenonenon, one that affects sys-
temand lifeworld in distinct and even contradictory
ways. From these prenises, Habernas derives a subtle
theory of social evolution that recognizes the contribu-
tions of nodernity while appreciating the dangers it
poses.

Despite his often profound sociol ogi cal pessimsm
Habermas’s nornative optimsmultinately offers hope
for denocracy, however frail, against Veéber’'s dark
prenoni ti ons. For Habernas, robust “comunicative
action” can redeemthe cl assical view
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V¢ber vs. Habermas on Modernity

Weber (1946, 51) identified rationalization wth the
“disenchantnent of the world'—that is, the extent to
whi ch nonrational assunptions have been displ aced and
traditional forns of noral consciousness eroded. In the
prenodern world, actions tend to be sanctioned either by
tradition or as ends in thensel ves. But the *non-coer -

cive, unifying power of collectively shared convictions”

(Habermas 1985, 301), enbodied in the certainties of

religion and netaphysics, are fatally undernm ned when
actions cone to be seen as instrunental to the agent’s
ends; instrunental rationality is placed “at the service of

a nerely subjective self-assertion” (ibid.). Véber's
vivid description of bureaucratic procedures suggests a
systenmic rationality governed by its own strategic im

peratives rather than by external legitination through—
as Habermas woul d prefer—denocratic dial ogue (ibid.,

307). Likewse, the capitalist depl oynent of science
achi eves boundl ess naterial advancenent, yet it cannot

answer the question of val ue.

Quoting Tol stoy, Véber wites that “science is nean-
ingl ess because it gives no answer to our question, the
only question that is inportant to us: ‘Wat shall we do
and how shall we live?” (Wber 1946, 143). In
Vber's rationalized world, there is no way to adjudi -
cate anong the contending val ues toward which instru-
mental |y rational bureaucratic and econom c behvior
mght be directed. The background consensus that does
exist in the wake of rationalization is, for VWber, so
thin as to be powerless against the clains of purposive
strategic action.

Bventual |y, technical superiority establishes itself as
the ultinate val uethe |ogical conclusion of Wber’s
portrayal of societal rationalization. A that point, the
“iron cage” of nodernity is conplete: individuals are
captive to the prerogatives of the aninate nachine, a
kind of normfree sociality that calculates to no end. In
the econonmic realm the accumul ation of wealth (“the
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spirit of capitalismi), which initialy had the purpose
of alleviating theologically induced anxiety about one’ s
salvation (“the Protestant ethic”), is rendered point -
less by the decline of religious convictionbut we are
povwerless to drop out of the relentless rationalization of
our lives first spawed by religious anxiety, since that
would be a prescription for personal poverty. In poli-
tics, simlarly, instrumentally rational bureaucratic
inperatives trunp “the popular wll,” which, under
conditions of specialization, is nore nyth than reality.

Wi | e Wber’s nodel suggests that cultural rational -
ization ineluctably leads to societal (institutional) ra-
tionalization, paradigmatically represented by the rise
of capitalism Habernas holds that cultural rationaiza-
tion is a distinct phenonenon that offers a cognitive
gain. This cognitive gain manifests itself in the “bour -
geoi s public sphere,” an autononous real min which
rational debate is, as it were, the nedi umof exchange—
and a realmthat, in theory, night be nobilized agai nst
institutions of domnation. Were \Weber sees cultural
rationalization nerely as part of a broader process of
di senchant rent | eading to nore el aborate forns of social
integration, Habernas sees the rationalization of world-
views as an essential step forward, toward a nore re-
flexive and sel f-critical approach to val ues and presup-
positions. Wiile Véber believed that di senchantnent
would lead to a loss of neaning and (even nerely in-
strumental) norality, Habernas maintains that nean-
ing and norality can now be arrived at through “com
nmuni cative action.” Athough cultural rationalization
results in the differentiation of val ue spheres (aes-
thetic, erotic, intellectual, political, economc), this
disunity does not represent confusion; rather, it neans
that people have learned to distinguish anong different
validity clains.

As a result, Habernas, in narked contrast to Veber,
is quite sangui ne about the enancipatory potential of
rationalization in the lifeworld: while it does erode tra-
ditional authority, it allows communicative rationality
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to recreate a freely arrived-upon noral consensus. Thi s
contention is rooted in Habernas’ s understandi ng of so-
ciety as both “systenf and “lifeworld.” For Habernas,
the failure to recognize the distinction between system
and lifeworld is the source of countless flaws in the
work of other social theorists, including Wber. Ratio-
nalization can, in fact, enhance hunan freedom pro-
vided that the integrity of the lifeworld is respected.

The @l oni zation of the Lifeworld

The lifeworld is the background of shared neaning that
provides the basis for ordinary synbolic interaction.
Al conmmuni cative actors function wthin the |ifeworld,
and as communi cative actors they cannot step outside of
it. It is “the transcendental site where speaker and
hearer neet, where they reciprocally raise clains that
their utterances fit the world (objective, socia, or
subj ective), and where they can criticize and confirm
those validity clains, settle their disagreenents, and
arrive at agreenments” (Habernas 1985, 126).

The lifeworld is predicated on a specific formof ac-
tion-rationality, communicative action. In communi ca-
tive action, people seek mutual understanding through a
cooperative process of interpretation ained at arriving
at an intersubjectively determned agreenent. People
engage in truly conmuni cative (as opposed to strategic)
action only when their intent is to achieve such an in-
t ersubj ecti ve consensus.

For Habernas, the notivation to engage in commu-
nicative action derives fromthe nature of language it -
self: internal to the use of language (by definition a
synbol i ¢ phenonenon) is the need to have validity
clains redeened. For language to be intelligible, it nust
be predicated on an intersubjective consensus. The life-
world serves as the realmin which comunicative ac-
tion produces “culture, society, person” (Habermas
1985, 138). Qilture concerns itself wth the trans-
m ssion of meani ng; society manufactures norns and
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social solidarity, thus constructing “the legitinate or -
ders through which participants regulate their nem
berships in social groups” (ibid., 138); and personal -
ity is the articulation of one’s identity through the
nmastery of |anguage and norns.

As the sphere of speech and |anguage, the lifeworld
precedes all others. The integrati on of society, however,
needn't be predicated solely on communi cative action.
System the other elenent of nodernity, “bursts out of
the horizon of the lifeworld (Habermas 1985, 173).
Exenpl i fied by bureaucracy and by the narket in capi -
talist societies, systemmay be defined as the “norm
free regulation of cooperative contexts” (ibid., 150).
Its results derive not fromthe process or orientation of
action, as does the intersubjective consensus of conmu-
nicative action, but from the consequences of action.
Gonsequent | y, Habernas di sti ngui shes between soci al
integration and systemintegration:

The forner attaches to action orientations, while the
latter reaches right around them In one case the action
systemis integrated through consensus, whether nor -
mativel y guaranteed or communicatively achieved; in
the other case it is integrated through the nonnornative
steering of individual decisions not subjectively coordi -
nated. (Ibid.)

Haber nas argues that only by understandi ng both sys-
temand lifeworld can the integrati on of a nodern soci ety
be grasped. Social evol ution nanifests itself differently
for systemand lifeworld: the devel opnent of systemis
nmeasured by its increasing conplexity and “steering
capacity,” while that of lifeworld is neasured by its in-
creasing rationality. Inthe early stages of a society, ac-
cording to Habernas, there is only lifeworld; gradually,
systemand lifeworld are differentiated fromone anot her
as “system nechanisns get further and further de-
tached fromthe social structures through which social
integration takes place” (ibid., 154).

In nodern societies, this detachnent and differentia-
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tion are nanifest in the “delinguistified nedia of com
muni cation” enployed in systemc mechani sns: noney
and power. Wthin the system action is oriented toward
achi evi ng maxi num possi bl e success in terns of noney
and power. The distinctive aspect of this type of success
isthat it is deinguistified As such, it does not generate
the sane validity clains as does “success” in lifeworld
interactions.

There are correspondingly two ways to integrate a so-
ciety or, to use Habernas’s termnol ogy, two nodes of
soci ation: strategic (or systenic) consensus, and inter -
subj ective consensus. |ntersubjective consensus is his-
torically prior to its systenic counterpart, and Haber -
mas fears that it nay be undermined by the growh of
the system This fear parallels Wber's fear of relent -
less societal rationalization, and yet it is not the sane
In Habermas's view, the system does not directly
threaten the individual’s freedom rather, it does so
through the “col oni zation” of the lifeworld.

Habermas’ s nost val uabl e contribution to our under -
standing of contenporary social realities may be to
focus attention on how the exercise of power shapes
hunan perception and behavior. In | ooking upon the col -
onization of the lifeworld as a perversion of nodernity’ s
enanci patory potential, however, he fails to confront
the extent to which such colonization is inextricably
bound up wth nodernity and the managenent of social
conpl exi ty.

As societies grow nore conpl ex, so does the pressure
for an achieved consensus. As a result, the nenbers of
nodern soci eties nmay choose—+ndeed (as Véber woul d
argue) nust choose—+to avoid the risk of dissensus by hi -
erarchizing the process of agreenent: that is, either by
enpl oying specialists and privileging specialized forns
of know edge—an out cone al luded to by Véber in his re-
fl ections on bureaucracy and sci ence—er by transferring
action coordination from “consensus formation in |an-
guage . . . over to [delinguistified steering nedia.” Both
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choi ces undernmine the process of denocratic wll forna-
tion and the lifeworld fromwhich it derives.

According to Habermas, specialization and the use of
money and power “do not nerely sinplify |inguistic
cormmuni cation, but replace it wth a synolic general -
ization of rewards and punishnments,” such that “the
lifeworld contexts in which processes of reaching un-
derstanding are always enibedded are deval ued in favor
of nedia-steered interactions; the lifeworld is no | onger
needed for the coordination of action” (ibid.). This
transfer of action coordination represents the “techni -
cization of the lifeworld” (Habermas 1985, 183), an
integral elenent of the colonization of the lifeworld. It
results in the creation of “normfree social structures
jutting out fromthe lifeworld” (ibid., 185). Athough
these structures remain |inked to conmmunicative prac-
tice through the | aw

the institutions that anchor steering nechani sns such
as power and noney in the lifeworld could serve as a
channel . . . for the influence of the systemon commu-
nicatively structured contexts of action. . . . They
function as a base that subordinates the lifeworld to the
systemc constraints of material reproduction and
therefore ‘nediatizes’ it. (lbid.)

Increases in systemc conplexity lead to inperialistic
pressures on the lifeworld, these pressures, in turn,
create lifeworld subsystens that act destructively upon
the lifeworld and its logi c.

In theory, the lifeworld can inpinge upon the system
but in practice this does not happen. Systenic organi za-
tions are able to disconnect thensel ves fromthe real m
of culture and personality; consequently, these organi -
zations are “neutralized against the lifeworld’ (Haber -
mas 1985, 309). Systenic organi zations are not cont
nmuni catively structured; to the extent that language is
used wthin them it is constrained through the use of
steering nedia and hierarchy. In short, they are im
mune to penetration by the lifeworld, while the far
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nore nal l eabl e structures of conmunicative |ife are not
i mmune to bei ng underm ned by noney and power.

Haber mas accepts many of Vdber's assunptions re-
garding bureaucracy, including (at least inplicitly) his
characterization of bureaucracies as ainhess nachi nes.
The colonization of the lifeworld can occur only when
cultural rationalization has progressed to the point
vhere traditional authorities are weak and culture, so-
ciety, and personality have been differentiated; where
rel ati onshi ps between systemand lifeworld are regu-
lated through differentiated individua roles; and where
political and economic life are defined by the rewards
and puni shnents of delinguistified steering media
(Habermas 1985, 356).

The Wl fare Sate as Functional for Gapitalism

According to Habermas, one exanpl e of the col onization
of the lifeworld is the welfare state. As infal ances in
the capitalist systemenerge, the logic of systeminte-
grati on—er system survival —demands the managenent
of conflicts. A ongside nass denocracy, the welfare state
energes in an effort to nollify protest against perceived
econonmic injustices: the norns of consunerismare in-
ternalized by those who would otherw se resist the
regi ne.

Utinately, the welfare state derives froma strategic
orientation for, in essence, it represents the intrusion
of noney into communicatively structured social life.
Haber mas bel i eves t hat

this is even the nodel case for the col onization of the
lifeworld that is behind the reificati on phenonena in ad-
vanced capitalist societies. . . . The functional ties of
nmoney and power rnedia becone noticeable only to the
degree that elenents of a private way of life and a cul -
tural-political formof life get split off from synbolic
structures of the lifeworld through the nonetary redef -
inition of goals, relations and services, |ife-spaces and



Sal am - Habernas vs. Weber 85

life-tinmes, and through the bureaucratization of duties
and rights, responsibilities and dependenci es.

The wel fare state is bureaucratic as well as capitalistic
because it requires a class of experts whose authority is
necessarily antagonistic to the free decisions of individ-
wd s.

Veber cones to a very different concl usion regardi ng
the welfare state. In discussing the ains of the prop-
ertyless nasses in the realmof political action, he con-
tends that they desire not “cal cul abl €” adj udi cation and
admni stration; rather, the “Kadi-justice” they denand
is informal -eommuni cative, as it were. For \Wber
(1946, 221), the logic of the welfare state, entryonic
inhisownting is antithetical to the fundanental pre-
cepts of bureaucracy, for it is based on “irrational
‘sentinents.’” Habermas and Veber agree, however,
that nass denocracy and the bureaucratic state are al -
lied to one another; noreover, both are disturbed by the
“bureaucrati c desiccation of the political public
sphere” (Habermas 1985, 323). Veber worried that
bureaucratic-legal domnation would lead to a cata-
strophic collapse in legitinacy: wthout religious-
met aphysi cal worldviews to legitimate it, a regine
would struggle to justify its rule to no avail. Habernas
recogni zes this possibility but attributes it to the cd o-
nization of the lifeworld by systeminperatives that
drain communicative rationality fromthe private and
political public spheres of life, replacing it wth delin-
guistified steering nedi a.

Uhl i ke VWber, Habermas refuses to | ook upon these
systenic inperatives as anything other than an inposi -
tion. Yet Habermas believes they can be overcone by
communi cative action rather than the nachi nations of
power: this is the source of Habernasi an opti nism

Denocracy as a Solution, Not a Probl em

By problematizing Véber’'s progression from cul tural



to societal rationalization, Habernas suggests that there
is an aternative to the iron cage of end-1ess instrunen-
tal rationality. A the sane tine, particularly when
di scussing the prospects for neaningful political dis-
course under |ate nodernity, Habernas betrays a soci o-
logical pessimismnot entirely dissinmlar to that of
VWeber. Habernmas’s path to pessimsnm however, is
nore indirect, for it passes through the “col oni zation of
the lifeworld” by capitalist and bureaucratic systens,
an outcone that coul d have been avoided and can still be
resi sted:

The transposition of communicative action to nedia-
steered interactions and the defornation of the struc-
tures of a danaged inter-subjectivity are by no neans
predeci ded processes that nmight be distilled froma few
global concepts. . . . The fact that in welfare-state nass
denocraci es class conflict has been institutionalized and
thereby pacified does not nean that protest potential has
been laid to rest. (Hibernas 1985, 392)

Habermas’s optim smis grounded in energing con-
flicts inthe netropolitan Vst that transcend cl ass con-
flicts over naterial distribution;, these conflicts, by
contrast, take place in the lifeworld. The post-1950s
protest novenents that exenplify these conflicts are
struggl es over “the grammar of forns of |ife” (Haber-
mas 1985, 392). H sees in thema promising attenpt
to correct the colonization of the lifeworld. Unlike
Vber’ s noderns, prostrate before the inel uctabl e wave
of bureaucratization, Hbernas thinks that we can re-
sist and that resistance is not futile. Wth the aid of
conmuni cative reason, we can turn the tide. For this to
occur, however, commnicative reason, and its exer-
cise, nust flow from a communi cative power that can
animate or, at the very least, coherently endorse sys-
temc change.

As in the classical view of denocracy, meaningful
self-governnent is Habernas’s aim For Wber, the
object of denocratic politics is not denocratic wll-



formation, nor is that arealistic goa. In contrast to bu-
reaucratic elites, the nmass public is al ways susceptibl e
to enotional and irrational influences, and is thus the
eneny of sound policy naking (Wber 1994, 230). Re-
sponsi bl e | eadership, not “popul ar sovereignty,” is
Wber's political goal (Gepley 1999, 191-227). Re-
sponsi bl e | eadership derives not fromthe politically
passive nass public, but froma politician who “re-
cruits his followng and wns over the nass by ‘dena-
gogy’” (ibid., 228)—a perspective later found in the
work of Joseph Schunpeter (1950). (onstituencies,
like consent, are nanufactured. Rationally organized
parties, which is to say bureaucratized parties, are the
nmost effective bulwark against the “denocracy of the
street” (VWber 1994, 231), perhaps Ve¢ber’s great est
fear. Wber asks only that bureaucratic rule be subject
to a “mnimal right of co-determnation” (G epley
1999, 207), so as to secure wlling sacrifices fromthe
publ i c.

Wile VWber’'s view |l acks the ronance of *“popul ar
sovereignty,” it does reflect key insights concerning the
nmass public’'s politica conpetence under nodern condi -
tions. An ever-nore intricate societal division of |abor,
and the concomtant increase in denmand for narrow ex-
pertise, suggests that the nass public is profoundy ig-
norant of the natters wth which experts are fanliar
(see, e.g, Qnverse 1964; Page and Shapiro 1992; and
Somin 1998).

Wth its “nechanistic” understanding of denocracy,
VWber' s approach is, according to Habernas (1975,
97), inadequate because it is relentlessly instrunen-
talist: if legitinacy clains are conceived “as . . . enpir -
i cal phenonen[a] wthout an i mmanent relation to [nor -
nmative] truth,” they cannot be tested on the basis of
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their norality. Rather than sacrifice the possibility of a
substantive nornative critique of legitimation clains,
Haber nas abandons Véber’s enpiricismand instead of -
fers the discourse-theoretic nornative ideal predicated
in part on an understanding of “communi cative power.”
For our purposes, the inportance of Habernas’'s work
lies in the idealization of denocratic possibilities to
which this nornative approach |eads. By sidesteppi ng
the question of public ignorance of means (effective
policies) in favor of the question of the legitinacy of the
(nornative) ends toward which they should be directed,
Haber nas overl ooks the issue of whether his ideal is
realizable in a world of inperfectly inforned individu-
ds

Three Mddel s of Denocracy

In lieu of enbracing either a liberal o a republican
nornative ideal, Habernas builds a nodel situated be-
tween the two that eschews both the nostalgia of the lat -
ter and the atomistic individualismof the forner. Each
of the three nodel s offers a different perspective on the
role of politics, a perspective that in turn inforns its
assunpti ons concerning the appropriate scope of poli -
ticsincollective life (Habernas 1998, 240).

The liberal view maintains that the denocratic
process all ows society, “a systemof narket-structured
interactions of persons and their |abor” (Habernas
1998, 239), to exercise sone control over the state,
that is, over a set of institutions designed to secure cal -
lective goadls. As in Vber’s theory, the liberal view
characterizes politics as elite contestation over the
levers of administrative power; citizens, inforned by
public struggles between self-interested groups, ex-
press preferences through their votes, as in the nar-
ketplace (ibid., 243). For liberals, politics is strategic
action oriented toward victory, not communicative ac-
tion oriented toward nutual understanding; to the vic-
tors go access to administrati ve power (at least until the
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next el ection in which voters, |ike consuners, can pun-
i sh an underperfornming “brand” retrospectively). The
liberal viewis less demanding in this respect than the
republican alternative. The outcones of the denocratic
process are not paramount for liberals as |ong transpo-
litical rights—H berties that exist prior to and i ndepen-
dent of state inperatives—are protected, securing a do-
mai n free of external conpul sion. This nakes the state a
doubl e-edged sword that protects against private vio-
lence and yet threatens to gather illegitinate public
force against legitinate private purposes (ibid., 241).
Admini strative power is, at root, seen as a source of
disruption that nust be controlled lest it undernmine the
settled rules that govern society; the denocratic process
is but one of several instrunents designed to nininize
this disruption (ibid., 247)—albeit a very inportant
one.

Lhder the liberal view “society” is not lifeworld and
system rather, it is a narketplace that is entirely a
creature of systemic inperatives. The state, according
to the logic of this schena, is nothing nore than the
guardian of society (ibid., 246), ardetha leaves little
if any room for “communicative power.” In |ooking
upon voting as a narket-like process, an arena of
strategic action designed to express personal distribu-
tive preferences, liberalismreflects the “inperialism
of the systeni Habernas rejects.

Habernas’ s di scourse-theoretic viewis far closer to
the republican nornati ve nodel . Rather than | ook upon
soci ety solely as systemand the denocrati c process as a
neans of surveillance designed to keep the state from
i npi ngi ng on that system the republican view enbraces
denocracy as “an ethical discourse of [collective] self-
understanding” (ibid., 246) that, through communi ca-
tive neans, literally constitutes society. As such, the
role of politics is far broader than under the libera in-
terpretation, and is far nore crucia: participation in
public life, understood as the practice of self-legisla-
tion, generates solidarity, a horizontal phenonenon dif -
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ferent from hierarchizing admnistrative power and
fromthe delinguistified, individualistic pursuit of eco-
nomc or political self-interest (ibid., 240).

Political opinion- and wll-fornation are at the heart
of the republican view Qnsequently, rights of political
participation are pararmount; unlike liberal rights
agai nst coercion, republican participation rights estab-
lish “the possibility of participating in a conmon prac-
tice, through which the citizens can first nake them
selves what they want to be” (ibid., 241). Wereas the
liberal view!looks upon politics as a series of deal s nade
anong conpeting societal interests, the republican view
“preserves the radical denocratic neaning of a society
that organizes itself through commnicatively united
citizens” (ibid., 244).

For the republican, deliberation relies on a “cul tur -
ally established background consensus, which is reju-
venated through the ritualistic reenactnent of the
founding act” (ibid., 246). Inavery real sense, for ex-
anpl e, the American, Canadian, and British constitu-
tions are a kind of “organic law " instruments of gov-
ernnent that, over tinme and to varying degrees, have
acquired an alnost nythol ogical aspect. Like
Durkheims totem god, constitutions and other state
synibol s have served as a kind of sacred center for pa-
triotic ritual and a foundation for quasireligiously con-
structed identities in nany post-traditional societies
(see Mrvin and Ingle 1999). In a sense, the constitu-
tional order creates a space in which identities relative
tothe state are articulated (or, of course, |eft unarticu-
| ated).

Wth the rise of “the politics of recognition,” how
ever, the assertion of collective identities in denocra-
tic constitutional states has fatally undermined the re-
publ i can vision of a conprehensive “culturally
est abl i shed background consensus” (see Habernas
1994). Though Habernas is synpathetic to the repub-
lican view he concludes that it is too idealistic, since
its effect is to construct society as an agent, “a social
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whol e centered in the state and concei ved as a goal -ori -
ented subject wit large” (Habermas 1998, 248).
Moreover, republicanismis predicated on a virtuous,
disinterested citizenry and a mistaken belief that poli -
tics is primarily concerned wth self-understanding
(ibid, 244). Wile Habernas acknow edges that col -
| ective self-understandi ngs concerning nationality and
tradition are inportant, conditions of pluralismsee to
it that subcultural and subsocietal interests and val ue-
orientati ons cannot al ways be resolved in a unified way.
Wth the advent of cultural pluralism conpron ses
based on relative cal cul ati ons of power take precedence
over achi eving genuine, substantive consensus (ibid.,
245). In building conpronise in a diverse society,
procedural fairness comes before ethical or cultural
authenticity, lest the interests of cultural ninorities
be conpl etely subsuned. For Habernas, therefore, the
real i sm concerning the balancing of interests that is
integral to the liberal view nust |eaven the republican
Vi ew

However, Habernas’'s di scourse-theoreti c nodel does
not 1ook upon politics as a collection of dependent vari -
ables in systemc processes, as do liberal s (Habernas
1998, 248). Rather, Habernas focuses on the “ hi gher -
level intersubjectivity of conmmunication processes that
unfold in the institutionalized deliberations in parlia-
mentary bodies . . . and in the infornal networks of the
public sphere” (ibid.). These processes are to be in-
trinsically rational as the products of popular will, but
also instrunental to the diverse interests of people in
pluralistic societies. Habernas deenphasi zes the sub-
ject, be it the republican-national nacrosubject or the
liberal subject animated by private interests, in favor
of communi cative procedures. Habermas’'s nodel pre-
serves the state-society distinction that is part of the
liberal view but it also looks upon “civil society” as a
noneconom c or nonsystemc space that is as distinct
fromthe narket as it is fromthe state (ibid.). The
state/soci ety dichotony is replaced by a “normative de-
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mand for a new bal ance between the three resources of
nmoney, admnistrative power, and solidarity from
vhi ch nodern societies neet their need for integration”
(ibid.). Qllective decisions are not to be nade through
the denocratic process so as to advance economic inter -
ests, to legitinate bureaucratic rule, or to secure social
solidarity; rather, the process is neant to “guarantee a
rational treatnment of political questions” (Habermas
1996, 170). It is to be “rational” in that it produces
answers that are acceptable to all parties (ibid, 38),
but unlike in the liberal view it requires deliberative
procedures that allow all salient questions to be raised;
W thout such procedures, a fair bal ance of interests nay
not be achieved (ibid., 170).

Haber nas uses the discourse-theoretic viewto affirm
an antisystempolitics that seeks to expand aut ononous
public spheres, the crucial source of social solidarity,
through legislative and other neans. This neans repudi -
ating the neoliberal argunent that the only alternative
to unbrid ed administrative power is econonmic |iberal -
ization, defined as the expansion of the narket process
at the expense of state control. Popular sovereignty is
understood as placing legislative powner in the hands of
all citizens;, parlianentary representation is a pruden-
tial concession to the need for face-to-face deliberation
on natters of public concern, a concession that nust not
sacrifice broad participati on—which is sacrificed by
econonmic liberalization, i.e., depoliticization.

For Habernmas's approach to be viable, however, in-
formal opinion-formati on anong menbers of a denoc-
ratic majority nust be “transforned into administra-
tively utilizable power” (Habermas 1998, 249). Law
is the nedium through which this transformation of
conmuni cation into power is to be achieved: rights of
political participation, essential to both the republican
and discourse-theoretic idealizations, “refer to the
legal institutionalization of a public opinion- and will-
formation termnating in decisions about policies and
| ans” (Habermas 1996, 151). The exercise of political
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participation rights allows communicatively generated
normati ve premses, products of the lifeworld, to be-
cone conprehensi bl e in the noney-steered econony and
the power-steered administration: |aw serves “as a
hi nge between systemand lifeworld’ (ibid., 55-56), a
true | anguage of power.

And so we are led to the question: under nodern condi -
tions, to what extent can the genesis of |aw derive from
nonhi er ar chi cal / nonpat ernal i sti ¢ communi cati ve pro-
cedur es?

As Rcardo Baug (1999) argues, Habernas fails to
offer a realistic account of how a donination-free dis-
course is to occur, choosing instead in his nore recent
work to explore the nornative basis of law and of the
constitutional state—a lacuna that leaves difficult, and
perhaps intractable, questions unresolved. It is true
that while identifying the capacities that politics nust
have if it is to limt the independence of systenic
power—n particular, the ability to “ferret out, iden-
tify, and effectively thenatize latent problens of social
integration (which require political solutions)”
(Habermas 1996, 358)—+abernas acknow edges t hat
the achi evenent of such capacities faces barriers that
are nigh inpossible to overcone (ibid., 358-59).

This realismis aso reflected in his wariness of de-
nocrati c control, as opposed to bureaucratic-regul atory
countersteering, of the narket. This is because Haber -
nas ‘can inagine the attenpt to arrange a soci ety deno-
cratically only as a self-controlled |earning process’
(quoted in Haug 1999, 156). Such a process woul d cal |
upon participants to understand and make difficult
tradeoffs of fairness for efficiency and vice versa, and
Habernas |eaves little doubt that the conditions for a
dom nation-free discourse about such issues are not
being fulfilled at present. Thus, after characterizing the
soci al consequences of the neoliberal turn in the netro-
politan West as an unbridl ed disaster, Habernas
(1998, 123). concludes that contenporary political
realities may “undernmine the legitinacy of the proce-
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dures and institutions of the denocratic constitutional
state.”

Wiether this is as far as one’s doubts about the prac-
ticability of Habermas's view should go, however, de-
pends on a set of falsifiable clains (Habernas 19986,
373), perhaps the nost inportant being that the public
sphere, as a “warning systemwth sensors that . . . are
sensitive throughout society” (ibid., 359), can nean-
ingfully curb the exercise of administrative power; and
that denocratic constraints on adninistrative paternal -
ismare, on both nornative and enpirica grounds, de-
sirable. Wich is to say, in part, that what the denoc-
ratic warning systemsenses are violations of true social
interests, and that the solutions endorsed by the denbs
really address those violations. Qherwse, the conmu-
nicative wll-fornati on Habermas so prizes would be
much ado about not hi ng—er worse, as Véber hinted.

The heart of the matter is that Habernas is not a re-
publ i can who val ues denocratic wll fornation solely as
anendinitself, and wo thus equates equal participation
inwll formation with rationality. Gher ends are
served by an egalitarian process of wll-formation: the
resulting policies are, Habernas thinks, instrunental |y
as well as intrinsically rational, because the concerns
brought to the communi cative table by various partici -
pants are real concerns about their real interests (see
Vi nshall 2003).

Publ i c 1 gnorance and Haber masi an Politics

Wen power is delegated to political representatives and
admni strative bodi es, public awareness and pressure
are needed to secure a governnent that is responsive to
the eval uative preferences of the nass public. An unre-
sponsi ve state threatens to becone a tyranny of experts,
the machi ne-1i ke regi ne domnated by systenic inper-
atives agai nst which Habernas warns. As Ilya Sonin has
argued in these pages (1998, 413-58), a Habernasi an
nodel of deliberative politics would have to go beyond
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the “naked preferences” of the mass public; instead,
citizens would have to actively engage in a dial ogue
predicated on nutual recognition and the assunption of
inpartiality, requirenents that demand a great deal of
know edge.

Somn denonstrates, however, that even the |evel of
know edge required for a far less robust formof denoc-
racy (the formsuggested by the liberal ideal), including
know edge of “which policies wll promote their pref-
erences and how candidates stand in relation to them
(ibid, 440), appears to be far beyond the grasp of nost
nmodern voters, including the nost highly educated. This
suggests that the prospects for any substantive realiza-
tion of collective self-rue are grim As Shanto |yengar
summari zes recent literature on voter conpetence, “the
low level of political know edge and the absence of ideo-
logical reasoning has lent credence to the charges that
popul ar control of governnment is illusory” (quoted in
Lupia and McCubbins 1998, 3). QGhers, including
Veber, have made sinilar argunments concerning the
ability of even elected officias to nonitor and control
bureaucratic authorities.

Not all analysts, however, are quite so pessimstic. In
The Denocratic Dilemma, Arthur Lupia and Matthew
McCubbins (1998) argue that “limted information
need not prevent people from nmaki ng reasoned choi ces”
(ibid., 4). Lupia and MQubbins maintain that voters
can use sinple cues as substitutes for encycl opedic
know edge. However, Lupia and MQubbins offer a very
limted criterion for the success of the denocratic del e-
gation of power: nanely, that the voter’s “personal ex-
perience allows her to distinguish beneficial from
detrinental agent actions [or that the voter] can obtain
this know edge fromothers” (ibid., 12).

This nodel can be no defense of deliberative politics,
even if “informational shortcuts” do suffice for Iiberal
politics, and not only because it is predicated on the
scarcity of cognitive resources that can be devoted by an
i ndividual deliberator to public affairs. BEven worse,
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Lupia and McQubbins nust appeal to individual s’ re-
liance for their shortcuts on “others,” establishing a
cognitive hierarchy that is the béte noire of Habernas’s
di scourse-theoretic ideal. In Lupia and MQubbins’s
nodel , action coordination and consensus are effected by
informational elites who transmt cues to the general
publ i c.

Toput it mldy, this approach requires a great deal of
trust in the opinion |leaders, be they public ideol ogues or
ostensi bl y know edgeabl e acquai ntances; and, particu-
larly in light of the ever-present possibility of prefer-
ence falsification (see Kuran 1995), this trust nay
well be msplaced. If the “asymmetry of infornation
between | eaders and followers” (Somn 1998, 424),
accepted by the partisans of informational shortcuts as
an effective vehicle for self-rule, is as predoninant as
the enpirical evidence suggests, then there is likely to
be a divergence of interests between the opinion | eaders
and the | ed.

Since followers are often unable to nonitor their
leaders, this state of affairs is ripe for abuse. For ex-
anpl e, opinion | eaders may have an incentive to “exac-
erbate intergroup hostilities” (Somn 1998, 425), an
out cone that simultaneously harns followers and rein-
forces the prestige and authority of |eaders. Qonversely,
i deol ogi cal heuristics, including partisan affiliation, can
be undernmined by collusion anong political parties. As
Somin argues (ibid., 423), such efforts to reduce the
flow of information spare ideol ogical presuppositions
chal | enge from inconveni ent facts—sonething instantly
recogni zabl e to any observer of nass politics. As areal -
world exanple, Sonmin cites the nanner in which the
first nodern-style party systemin the Lhited Sates
removed slavery fromthe political agenda (ibid.). In a
simlar vein, one can point to the broad consensus con-
cerning the virtues of a nmixed econony in the postwar
netropolitan Vést. Hforts to undermne the consensus
fromthe nargins have proven to be prohibitively ex-
pensive, both in noney and in tine.
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Even non-hi erarchi cal voting shortcuts take advant age
of whatever information seens to be at hand, however
irrelevant it nay be. An electorate may vote retrospec-
tively (Horina 1981), basing decisions not on infor -
nmation about a candidate’s actual policy views or per-
formance in office, but on general perceptions of, for
exanpl e, the state of the econony that may, in fact, bear
little relation to the policies that were pursued by the
officials being retrospectively blaned or credited. (In-
deed, determining the causality of various economc
phenonena proves chal |l enging even to those who spe-
cidizeinthediscipline [Somin 1998, 426]).

Sone schol ars, including Benjanmin |I. Page and Robert
Y. Shapiro (1992), have argued that uninforned votes,
randonty distributed across candi dates, “cancel each
other out” (Somin 1998, 429), thus alowng the in-
formed votes to deternmine the outcone. But precisely
because nost voters seemto use informational short -
cuts, a truly randomdistribution is precluded (ibid.,
430); consequently, uninforned voters can easily carry
the day. Bven to achieve the Veberian goal of instru-
mentally rational policies, “there is no real substitute
for voters who are adequately inforned at the individual
level” (ibid., 431)—a condition that al so nust be ful -
filled if the conmunicative fora are to be free of dom -
nation. @ven the scope of governnent in contenporary
nodern denocratic states, however, even the nost so-
phisticated voter wll face enornous obstacles in seek-
ing to be truly well inforned about the uses and abuses
of adninistrative power so as to subordinate “systemi
to “lifeworld.”

Assuming that the obstacles to becomng well-in-
forned can be overcone (a questionabl e assunption, to
be sure), Sonin identifies an even nore fundanental
barrier to votes that reflect people s true interests
(ibid,, 435-6): though all night benefit froman in-
forned el ectorate, individual voters have little incen-
tive to becone inforned because no single vote is likely
to prove decisive (ibid., 436). But the collective-action
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expl anation of public ignorance faces its own Véterloo if
its reasoning is applied, beyond incentives to becone
vell inforned, to incentives to vote. Wy do sone citi -
zens vote at all, despite the fact that anindividua’s vote
is highly unlikely to alter an out cone?

Somn (1998, 433) hypot hesi zes that peopl e overes-
tinate the likelihood that their vote wll nake a differ-
ence. Hwever, acquiring the political infornation nec-
essary to be well inforned is far costlier than voting. So
peopl e rational |y renain ignorant, even though they ir -
rational ly vote.

Somin contends that there is a sinple corrective for
high informational burdens that preclude neani ngful
public participation and sound deci si on-naki ng: reduce
“the nunier of issues to be decided by government to a
I evel voters would find nore nanageabl e’ (ibid.); that
is, mnimze informational burdens by linmting the
scope of denocratic decision naking. Suffice it to say,
this solutionis politically inpracticable and, as Jeffrey
Friedman (1998) naintains, would quite possibly be
futile anyway. To nmake sense of the “paradox of voting,”
Friedman argues that the premise of voter rationality
nust be abandoned: a rational voter who renai ns igno-
rant because she is aware of the costliness of acquiring
adequate information would, by virtue of this aware-
ness, be deprived “of the ‘attitudes’ necessary to noti -
vate her to vote” (ibid., 407). Yet mllions of peopl e do
vote, and nany of them nake efforts to inform them
selves paliticaly.

To explain nass participation in the face of the coll ec-
tive-action problemthat would confront any individual
voter, if, as Somin assunes, voters realized the in-
significance of their votes, Fiedman turns to Schum
peter. Instead of focusing solely on the notivation to ac-
quire information, Schunpeter points out that the
infornation that is the coin of the political rea m usu-
aly isnot “clearly interpretabl e feedback from public
decisions” (Brainard 1967, 411-25). In the absence of
the direct feedback that derives fromprivate decisions,
unnedi at ed by second-hand reports and theoretical con-
structs, “informed political decisions would require
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unattai nable levels of theoretical and enpirical know -
edge” concerning the consequences of various public
policy choices (Friedran 1998, 409)—even when de-
nocratic decision making is linmted in scope, as per
Sonin's proposal. But voters need not be aware that
vhen naking political decisions, they lack the feedback
necessary to be well inforned. They can falsely believe
that they are well inforned, and this false belief could
adequately notivate themto vote—+f one of the things
about which they are blissfully ignorant is that sinple
mat henati cs shows that in any large electorate, their
vote al nost certainly won't matter.

Wil e they disagree, then, over whether voters’ igno-
rance is notivated gy their awareness of the depth of
their ignorance, and their consequent recognition of how
costly it would be to informthensel ves adequat el y, both
Somin and Friednan inplicitly naintain that a Haber -
nmasi an public sphere, a “warning systemwth sensors
that . . . are sensitive throughout society” (Habernas
1996, 359), is utopian. Sonmin's hypothesis suggests
that the sensors are notivated to absorb very little in-
formation, preventing them from being sufficiently
sensitive. Friednan (1998), in turn, denies that the
sensors coul d detect the rel evant phenonena at all, even
if notivated to do so, wth the possible exception of a
particul arly egregi ous phenonenon such as an econom c
crisis. Indeed, he attributes what sensitivity to negative
outcones there is prinarily to systenic el enents, in-
cluding the cogni zabl e feedback of the private narket -
pl ace, rather than to denocratic processes (Friednan
2000, 121ff.). Both he and Sonmin concl ude, however,
that in politics, hierarchies of knowedge are unavoi d-
able, as does David Gepley (1999, 198-99).

The hsol escence of D scourse-Theoretic
Denocr acy

Like Friednan, Gepley rejects Somn' s contention that
a smaller government would in itself secure adequate
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popul ar control of the state by reducing the need for
know edge hierarchies. In doing so, he introduces a
prenmise left unexplored by Somin. Informational bur-
dens for voters wll not be reduced by limted govern-
ment, he argues, because all issues affecting collective
liferemain, if only inplicitly, “on the table”; any de-
cision to privatize decision nmaking can potentially be
reversed, provided that willful naorities renain sov-
ereign. onsequently, infornational burdens can be re-
duced only if society itself is sinplified. The New Eng-
land town neeting, viewed as an ideal by denocrats of
such different political orientations as Robert Putnam
and Charles Mirray, is effective only when concerned
wth a fewsinple issues, prinarily because it governs
relatively sinple coomunities. Ghe nmight add that the
honmogeneity of these towns precludes class conflict and
deep cultural differences, short-circuiting the need for
conflict nanagenent by neans of state power in the first

pl ace.
The “restoration” of this Eenic state is, as should be
obvious, for all intents and purposes inpossible in

nodern denocratic societies. Wthout a bapti smof rev-
olutionary violence that woul d create a nonnarket soci -
ety that could sustain only a fraction of the world s cur -
rent population (Mses [1920] 1935)—er sone other
gl obal catastrophe-societal conplexity is essentially
irreversible. As a result, nodernity, wth its plural -
ization of forns of life and el aborate division of |abor,
permanently forecloses the possibility of neaningful
sel f-governnent. The Habernasi an question of whet her
conpl ex societies are still capable of denocratic rule
has to be answered resoundingly in the negati ve.

And yet increasing social conplexity is not an au-
t ocht honous phenonenon to which the state sinply re-
sponds. As exenplified by the legal structuring of the
capitalist narketplace, social conplexity is driven in
large part by state inperatives. Wether by design or as
an uni ntended consequence of countless strategic cal cu-
lations, the state confounds conprehension. As a result,
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denocratic politics in practice bears little resentl ance,
even incipiently, to the nornative ideals described by
Haber nas.

Denocratic Politics as Theater

If self-rule is beyond our grasp, how should we | ook
upon denocratic politics? Benedict Anderson (1996, 2)
defines the nation as “an inagined political comunity .

because the nenbers of even the snallest nation wll
never know nost of their fell ow nenbers, or even neet
them or even hear of them yet in the nminds of each
lives the inmage of their communion.” Beyond the New
Engl and town neeting, not just the nation but nodern
denocratic politics in general can best be described as a
product of our collective inagination. The project of the
deli berative denocrats might be understood as an at -
tenpt to inagine a neani ngful and broad-rangi ng con-
versation anmong ordi nary nen and wonen nuch like the
vi gorous disagreenents that characterize scholarly en-
deavors at their best. The denocrati c communi on, un-
derstood in these terns, requires a social space that is
effectively isolated fromadmnistrati ve poner and self -
i sh bargai ni ng.

In the absence of the epistenmic and other conditions
necessary for such a communi on, however, nodern de-
nocratic politics cannot be such a conversation in any-
thing but the theorist’s inagination; instead, it is a kind
of theater in which the roles, if not the outcones, are
assi gned.

Like the theater, denocratic politics is a pageant of an-
i mating nythol ogies that give the process gravity and
reinforce its legitinacy. As Edelnan (1964, 190) puts
it, “The settings of fornal political acts help ‘prove’ the
integrity and legitinmacy of the acts they frane, creating
a senbl ance of reality from which counterevidence is
excluded.” Gonflict in stable netropolitan societies, as
intense as it often seens, is contai ned through ritualiza-
tion. Sounding a Vberian note, Edelnman (1971, 9) con-
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tends that public policies in a nodern denocratic soci ety
“derive their salience and neaning less fromtheir in-
strunental effects than fromthe cues they generate”—by
whi ch he neans the ways in which different social
groups, often created as clients of state privilege or ob-
jects of state surveillance, are notified of changes in
their status. The confounding state is not, as in the lib-
eral nornative idealization Habermas describes, sinply
a neans of translating public preferences into public
policy. Instead, the successful denocratic state, inits
nyriad nanifestations, is enabled by the theatrical form
taken by denocratic politics to nanage conflict and
achieve its personnel’s various goal s—even when those
goals are not congruent wth those of the people they are
supposed to represent. Behind the curtain of the voting
booth, the state can largely do what its personnel want it
to do. The public’'s ignorance of what the state is actually
doing affords the state its autonony, and the public' s ig-
norance is facilitated by theatrical denocratic pageantry.

As for the notion of domination-free politics, Edel nan
(1988, 10) describesit as

an optimistic view. . . of how discourse night becone
enanci patory in a society wthout capitalism or gov-
ernnental or corporate or nmilitary hierarchies; but it
provides little hope that political language in the world
we inhabit can becone sonething nore than a sequence
of strategies and rationalizations.

Edel nan, in looking upon nodern denocratic politics as a
kind of ritualized conflict structured by the state, offers a
bri dge between Véber’s view of how denocracy shoul d
be—ranaged by crafty denagogues—and the realities of
the denocratic present.

As if to confirm Edel ran’s dark portrayal of denoc-
racy, Law ence Jacobs and Robert Shapiro (2000),
after presenting a detailed analysis of President Qin-
ton's health-care reformefforts and the dissol ution of
Newt G ngrich’s Republican “revol ution,” concl ude that
US politicians across the political spectrum enpl oy
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techni ques designed to stifle public criticismw thout
bei ng responsive to public opinion. In contrast to the
critical publicity sought by partisans of deliberative
denocracy, designed to stimilate a rational and critical
debate anong citizens, Jacobs and Shapiro believe that
nani pul ative publicity has instead cone to the fore, al -
though in their viewthis trend is relatively recent in
its origins and reversible (ibid 309-10). Jacobs and
Shapiro therefore call upon public officials to be nore
responsive to the public’'s preferences and denands
(ibd, 323-24).

However, relying on an apparent allegiance to the
classica principle of popular sovereignty and a prag-
matic desire to secure the stable operation of govern-
nent, Jacobs and Shapiro spend relatively little tine
justifying their proposal. Ater al, if manipulation is
avoidable in contenporary political contexts, surely it
is to be avoided;, indeed, if nenbers of the public are
capabl e of exercising their critical faculties in the ab-
sence of governnent nanipul ation, perhaps the dis-
course-theoretic ideal can be achieved. The authors aim
to “chal | enge the | ong-standi ng bias anong elites agai nst
gover nment responsi veness to public opinion” (ibid.,
295) (a bias that is hard to find outside the pages of
| ong-dead theorists such as Wber and Schunpeter).
Jacobs and Shapiro therefore dismss the disquieting
evidence that while citizens may have coherent prefer -
ences (Zaller 1992, 310-32), they very rarely have
preferences that are well inforned. In doing so, the au-
thors reinforce what is in fact the wdely held and un-
controversial belief that denocracy, as conventionally
understood, can work, if only we “threw the buns out.”
This is, to say the very least, a confiorti ng suggesti on—
but it largely ignores the state as an aut ononous actor.

Wiether or not one believes that “the public reacts
sensibly to events and avail abl e infornmati on” (Jacobs
and Shapiro 2000, 307), Jacobs and Shapiro fail to ad-
equatel y address the possibility of a state that can ignore
publ i c opi nion because the public, distracted by denoc-
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ratic theater, is unanare of the divergence between its
preferences and actual state policies. Nor do Jacobs and
Shapi ro adequately consider the even nore radically
statist possibility that public preferences thensel ves
are not “rational reflections of their interests and their
noral upbringing and therefore . . . stable and continu-
ing’ (ibid, 3), but rather that

individual s positions on public issues are nobilizable

rather than fixed. . . . Governnental activities are
t hensel ves potent influences upon change and nobiliza-
tion of public attitudes; and . . . the significant “out -

puts” of political activities are not particular public
policies labeled as political goals, but rather the cre-
ation of political followngs and supports: i.e., the evo-
cation of arousal or quiescence in nmass publics. (Edel -
man 1988, 4)

In a classic recent study, John Zaller (1992) but -
tresses Edel man's claimby denonstrating that political
elites play a crucial role in the process of opinion- and
will-formation by providing cues in anbiguous cir -
cunstances. But Zaller expands the scope of Edel man's
entirely state-centric theory of opinion ranipul ation
by including anong those who send decisive cues to the
electorate non-state political figures, such as candi dat es
who have not yet won public office but who convey sig-
nals about the opinions their party's followers shoul d
hold. In this way (despite his own protestati ons—see the
Epilogue to Zaller 1992), Zaller brings us back to
Vber’ s denmagogue-centric theory of opini on shapi ng.

V¢ber’ s Theory of Denocracy Revisited

Habernas’ s obj ection to VWber’s theory of denocracy is
based in large part onits failure to transcend cont enpo-
rary realities. Wber's is a theory utterly bereft of a
denocratic ideal beyond that of “a pluralismof elites,
replacing the sel f-determ nation of the people”
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(Habermas 1975, 124) wth the elites’ own determ -
nation of public policy.

Characterizing this “theory of domnation” as reflec-
tive of “cynicismand self-pity” (ibid., 123), Haber-
mas fails to give Wber his due. Habernmas might have
| earned from Veber to appreciate the possibility of an
i nherent tension between socia conplexity and the de-
nocratic rule that conplexity ensures will not be ade-
quately infornmed. Hs own appreciation of this tension
undergirds VWber’s support for universal suffrage
along lines that would be famliar to Edel nan: instead of
securing voter control of public policy, universal suf-
frage, aong wth the ritual of voting itself, cenents the
allegiance of the nass public to the program of the po-
litical leadership (Wber 1994, 125-26).

For Wber, political systens are called upon to pro-
vi de responsi bl e | eadership for the | ong-term steward-
ship of nodern societies (Gepley 1999, 208). To
achieve this end, bureaucracy is essentia, but bureau-
crats cannot face the political consequences of their ac-
tions, in large part because this woul d paral yze them
and keep themfromperformng their crucia tasks. In-
stead, responsible political |eaders, denagogic stewards
of the bureaucracy, accept responsibility, mnimzing
adnmini strative reckl essness (at least in theory) (ibid.,
212). Wber does not enbrace elite-led denocracy
sinply because the alternatives are presunptively un-
justifiable; instead, he believes that it is the best
net hod of securing political |eadership that is “respon-
sible” to the peopl€ s objective interests (ibid.)—wahich
Haber nas hi nsel f bel i eves can be achieved nerely by
nmeans of a denocratic conversation free of systenic
barriers to the equal expression of individual s’ (appar-
ently self-evident) interests. Habermas sinply takes no
account of the prospect, already underscored by Véber,
of a gap between peopl e s subjective political prefer-
ences and their objective interests—a void created by
public ignorance and filled by denagogues who, ideally
(in Wber's view, wll let the bureaucratic experts
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come up wth the best neans for achieving the public
interest.

Though Veber's interpretation of denmocracy is far
narrower than Habernas's, and far less anbitious, it
renains salient in an inperfect world in which citizens
are necessarily incapable of makinng sound judgnents
concerni ng policy questions because of the lack of inter-
pretabl e feedback from public policy. Wing Edel man's
conception of denocratic politics as the creation of po-
litical followngs, as nodified by Zaller, we return to
Wber’'s far |less starry-eyed view of the nature of
denocracy, given nodern conditions that require a grasp
of such conpl ex phenonena as capitalist econonies.

In such a world, the prospects for authentic sel f-gov-
ernnent are grim In his attenpt to redeemthe classical
denocratic faith in the rule of the peopl e, Habernas iden-
tifies social conditions for a domnation-free di scourse
characterized by substantive cognition and cognitive
equal ity that cannot, under the infornational burdens in-
troduced by nodernity, be fulfilled. Vber's view in
contrast, accepts that nodern political denocracy bears
little resenl ance to the classical denocratic faith. In-
stead, he recognizes that at its best, it is nothing nore
than the nost pal atabl e and sound version of elite rule.
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