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Introduction

Modern, liberal democratic governments around theldvare predominantly shaped by the idea of
representation. To summarise, this means that aafewdemocratically chosen to safeguard the nekds o
the many. Parliaments, executives and judges arteel or appointed through various forms of sedecti
mechanisms.

Through term limits and the need for re-electiolefsiion, the members of these instances, with some
notable exceptions, such as US Supreme Court juégest power for a well-defined and finite periof
time. During their office, MPs, ministers, judgesdaother public office holders represent voters-no
voters, parties, their very institutions, the ldheir local, regional or national authority ands-a-vis the
exterior, their country.

Together, members of these instances of repregamtimrm the political, parliamentary, administreg
judicial elites dominating the world of represeivatdemocracy. For many, citizens, to paraphrase th
Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter, should oalgdiled upon every four or five years, simply to
(s)elect this elite, capable of “taking care oftis” on their own.

This system is supposed to work well. In fact, rguably did work well for a long time, at least lint
systems in which elites simply represented othiéesektarted to open up. Former “non-citizens” bbeea
enfranchised (ordinary men and women, the youngranis) and could organise in movements and parties
representing their interests. Today, however, ggemingly well-functioning system of representative
democracy is under serious stress.

Growing challenges to democratic governance

Six years ago, a group of scholars and practitomesociated with the author of this Issue Papdr an
Professor Philippe C. Schmitter were given the opmity by the Council of Europe to jointly refleon
“where we are” with democratic processes, actotsiagtitutions in Europe, where the latter werengoi
and what the future could and should look like. Dlgcome of this endeavour is the publication Esatit
The future of democracy in Europe — Trends, analysel reforms This short Issue Paper will not repeat
what we described back then. However, | would arfpa¢ our diagnostics regarding both challenges and
opportunities for contemporary democracy hold triso, some of the reform proposals remain just:tha
proposals. Others saw the light of day in variarsns and at different levels of democratic governiie
Europe.

* Philippe C. Schmitter, Alexander H. Trechsel Theufe of democracy - Trends, analyses and refor®84R, ISBN
978-92-871-5570-2



However, some of the challenges to representatweodracy in Europe were arguably either neglected o
underestimated in our work. In this paper | woule to highlight some of these challenges whicmiyp
view have become of growing importance for demacigavernance.

First, we identified growing pressure “from abovedt the macro-level, created by processes of
globalisation and European integration. These ehgls did not vanish; on the contrary, they hasietde
constrained democracy, where more representate@delabout less.

Secondly, we identified challenges developing withociety, at the micro-level, among citizens amal t
organisations trying to represent them: inter-aakumigration, changing demographics, individuatian
sense of insecurity, discontent among citizens,dastdust of the institutions, leading to protest.

Peter Mair, Professor of Comparative Politics & Buropean University Institute, recently diagnosed
democratic government — particularly in Europe -basg caught “between a rock and a hard place”. On
the one hand, national governments and legislaanetess and less able to decide autonomouslyt éteu
fate of their country. Instead, they must followndates “from above”, given to them by the Interoadil
Monetary Fund, the European Court of Justice, thjiean Convention on Human Rights, the European
Central Bank and so on. For Mair, this is the robke hard place is a distrusting, critical and éa&ingly
emancipated electorate, with its own demands anddatas for the polity. Representative democracy
therefore gradually loses the degree of leewayndeoenjoyed. In hard times, under the weight of the
current economic crisis, these rocks and hard pldoenot get any softer.

There are two supplementary challenges which | diéiké to highlight here and that we arguably fdite
treat sufficiently in our analysis six years ago.our defence, we could suggest that it was nasiplesto
address these challenges back then simply bechedatter did not yet exist. But this is not en§irgue,

as we did, in fact, detect their existence buethtio imagine their combined effect. | refer to ilmenense
change in modern, digital technology-induced comigation and its capacity to create participatory
democratic innovations.

With the advent and dizzying diffusion of the imtet as the platform where most forms of informadion
exchange is destined to take place, the contrakpfesentative institutions over society has griylua
crumbled. Today, citizens can individually and eotlvely track the physical movements and oral
declarations of their representatives, (almost) redner they go and wherever they are. Hiding from th
publics’ view is not possible anymore, as evennais to control the media become obsolete withggras
root citizen online journalism circumventing cersap with ease.

It is true that the internet may bring represewmésticloser to the citizens, with their existence activities
being only a mouse-click away for anybody interést¢ is also the case that modern information and
communication technologies can foster participatibreitizens in representative democracy, for examp
through internet voting. However, the apparent pnity of electorates to their representatives igmnf
reduced to trivia, scandals, shows and entertaihmen

Paradoxically, as public scrutiny deepens, theadist between rulers and the ruled regarding substan
politics stretches further apart. Bernard Maninfailience Democracy”, where politics were made an th
stage for a passive audience now has become ar&ap@emocracy”, where citizens become actors
themselves, controlling and interacting with threipresentatives. In a sense, mobile phones equipited



cameras and internet access, social networks agithldskills allowed citizens to climb the stage of
politics. In this way, the participatory logic dig¢ Web 2.0 and its possibilities contain the paaérno
transform profoundly representative democracy.

Threats from direct and participatory democracy?

This brings me to the second challenge for reptasiga democracy that we might have underestimsited
years ago: the growing number of direct and paimiry democratic mechanisms. A few decades ago
direct democratic institutions such as the refesem@nd the popular initiative occasionally completed
representative forms of government. Today, direchdcracy can be found in most polities and aeaitls

of government, from the local to the supranational.

Furthermore, new forms of participatory democraayehemerged. Starting off as experiments, sucheas t
participatory budgeting process originally devekbpga Brazil, democratic innovations have gradually
sedated on the institutional soil of European pditin particular, policy-making processes openpdo
citizens and civil society organisations throughibsgative forums, citizen juries, participatorydgeting,
citizen consultations and many more.

Once implemented, these institutions tend to becstable elements of democratic life. In most cases,
however, they also weaken representative governmimty introduce acontinuousinvolvement of
citizens in politics. The times when citizens chtseir representatives in an election and had tio foa

the next election before being able to be heardnag@e over. Citizens and civil society have become
permanent actors. The biggest losers of this dpwedmt are political parties, once the most impdrtan
players in the democratic realm.

When pushed too far, the process of opening upatticipatory democracy can quite simply harm
democracy. The long-term is gradually replacedhgyghort term and legislating is exposed to a ghead
of uncertainty, as an active citizenry can contirslp change policies.

At the same time, popular demands arise which gpeidlate basic principles and values of modern,
democratic societies. The recent popular vote iitZéwand prohibiting the construction of mosques,a

in that same country, the launch of a popularatiite in the summer of 2010 asking for the re-idtrction

of the death penalty, clearly show the limits ofedt democracy — egregious discrimination and human
rights violations cannot be excluded from the $etudicomes of these participatory processes.

The combination of the two challenges - modernrmftion and communication technologies on the one
hand and participatory democracy on the other -lead to a weakening of some fundamental institistio
of representative democracy such as parliamentgalitical parties.

Online forms of democratic innovations - such akne petitions or initiatives - and grass-rootsitrolled
tools such as online voting advice applicationswalktitizens to learn more about their demands &ed t
available offer. If not satisfied, these innovasogive them the opportunities to act independeatithe
traditional elites.

In this sense, these challenges also offer oppitiganparticularly when they are bundled. The riné
allows a larger proportion of the citizenry to tgb&rt in the democratic life of modern, liberal ifies. It



also allows people to debate and connect acrosat ghistances and across borders. Participatory
institutions and practices become more widely digft thanks to internet technology.

However, clear limits have to be set to the prddifon of non-democratic demands funnelled throsigth
democratic processes. The scourge of discriminaiwh human rights violation needs to be fought with
every available means in order to preserve theegahnd principles upon which democracy — including
representative democracy - is built.

Conclusion

Representatives can no longer act like Schumpetee suggested, and “take care of things” between
elections. This is so because, on the one hang,atteeno longer left alone. On the contrary, tlaeits are
scrutinized and their behaviour is monitored orean@anent basis. On the other hand, they are netany
their own. Instead, ordinary citizens have statsddng their place on the stage, and have beguak®
decisions and propose new issues to be put on moanagenda in between elections. Both scrutiny and
co-decision are enhanced by modern information amiinmunication technologies. Therefore,
representative democracy as we know it is in dira@its; but whether democracy in general is alsdiia
straits is probably more open to question.

The potential role(s) to be played by the Countiworope:

. continuous and deepened protection of human rights;

. standard-setting through the identification of h@sictices;
. democratic auditing;

. dissemination of expertise;

. going beyond monitoring.

Points for discussion

0 How can representative democracy open up to paaticiy democracy without endangering its
own functioning?

O

Where are the limits of participatory democracy?

0 How can modern communication technology be usedriog representatives closer to the
electorate?



