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Introduction

Europeans are disenchanted with their politicatesgntation. They are not alone in this: all over t
world, with very few exceptions, voters answer urveys thatpoliticians are not representative for
those who elected them and do not govern for tmefiteof all. In comparison to the 2007 results, a
2009 Eurobarometer showed that a significantly éigiumber of respondents believe that “corruption
is a problem for all levels of government.” In theost troubling cases, at least nine out of ten
respondents believe corruption to be a major natiproblent.

Political trust in parties in the European Uniolthaugh it varies greatly across countries, hashed a
historical low: on average, less than a quartdewbpeans trust the parties who fill their représeve
offices. Membership in parties is extremely low in new deraoies (1.6 percent of Estonian adults are
party members, as compared to 6.6 percent in Ddgmar

Political parties have been widely regarded as lthekbone of democracy, performing such vital
functions as presenting candidates for office, e@spnting various social groups, aggregating interes
and integrating citizens into the political proce¥st parties appear to be underperforming, tengptin
one to venture that their shortcomings pose a ntgoger to today’s brave new democratic world. Are
these problems merely “growing pait® The evidence suggests that not only new dercimsaare
subject to this trend. The world reads in stupar list of expenses of United Kingdom MPs in
Westminster, this reference of democracy. Neithewld any student of Maurice Duverger have
predicted the rise of a party like Nicholas Sarkezynion for a Presidential Majority in France.

In the global corruption perception survey orgadibg Gallup for Transparency International, the key
institutions of democracy, political parties andistatives, have been on top for the last editasmishe
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most corrupt organizations in national politicat®ms. While this might be a misperception, it @en
likely true. Since 1972, the number of (nominal) democracigbenworld has increased from about 40
to well over 100. However, many of them have sineeome a ‘defective’ mode: fewer than 20 of them
areen route to becoming successful, well-functioning democradiased on the rule of law. Many of the
new democracies do no longer fight external enemiesnestic dictators or armed rebels: rather
systemic corruption seems to have turned into tpemmanent defect, and its main vehicle is the
political party. The competition to represent tremjple looks increasingly more like a competition fo
state capture by interest groups.

The issues arising from this brief presentation of the problem are as follows; first, we need to
understand this crisis of representation; second, we need to understand the spontaneous responses to
it, either democratic or non-democratic, and third, we need to ask ourselves what room isthere for the
intervention of international actorswho promote democracy.

Why are new democracies subverted by poor goveenamc do classic political parties have the
capacity to redress the situation? Surveys sudBalsip ‘Voice of the People’ 2006, the ISSP 2008
(‘Attitudes towards the Role of Governméht'show that the public in more recent European
democracies (and other recent democracies aroumdvtrld) perceive politicians and democratic
institutions (such as legislatures, political pestiand courts) as more corrupt and untrustwotianp t
bureaucracies and the administration.

The reason for this is the behavior of partiesemdcracies of the third and forth wave, which do no
promote a modern administration based on ethicizleusalism, but one based on particularism, where
as a rule certain interest groups or client netwaykt a disproportionate share of public goods and
parties compete primarily for state exploitatiomddr particularism, a culture of privilege reiggsu
need to know who people are (their status) to kadat they would get. Those who bribe do it usually
to circumvent this discrimination and lack of acceBhe public resources up for grabs include public
sector jobs; public spending; preferential conassiand privatizations of state property; and ntarke
advantages in the form of preferential regulati®alitical parties in new democracies, but alsoams
older ones, seem to achieve party capacity and linaifoon primarily through clientelism and state
exploitatiorf, similar to medieval armies that raised their feym plunder. Political alternation to
government thus becomes an alternation betweertydart groups, not specific ideologies, tending to
leave those people not included in client netwgrgemanently excluded. These people then become
alienated from politics and turn against the system
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It is this systematic deviation from the norm ohieal universalism as basis for public distribution
which feeds the political distrust and the wideadr@erception of systemic corruption. Fewer than 15
percent of Europeans have come into contact wiibebr or bribing directly according to the
Eurobarometer, so this could not justify in it3éké generalized impression of unfairness and ctionip

of the political system stemming from surveys. Jineblem is that political parties are seen as the k
actors of this, and many people believe that canpugctices span across political boundaries bothea
local and national levels, increasingly becomirgjitationalized.

What can parties themselves do to stem the tidé®iRehemselves, or reform the political systemt Bu
why should they do it, as they are the main berafes of the system? Economic crises seem to offer
an opportunity for change. In ltaly, for example,was only when the judicial campaign against
corruption combined with a deep budgetary crisiBictv dried the spoils for political clients, dideth
whole cartel of old parties collap3&he crisis was provoked by the EU’s request tol@ly’s budget
deficit in order to join the euro - so it was iriegft a bonus of EU integration. But in another fasi&U
example, Greece, the state went bankrupt beforpdligcal system did.

Contemporary populists perceive and often take ratdge of this profound crisis of representative
democracy caused by elites which are neither reptasve, nor responsive to the people. It seems
increasingly that the populist view of the estdibhent as the political ‘other’ is not merely an
opportunistic electoral strategy, but part of aevidleologically founded critique. Populism miglay

a positive role in a democracy by mobilizing ali@hvoters and raising interest in politics, aslasl
putting political accountability on top of the patal agenda. On the downside, populism can easly
irresponsible, blaming traditional parties, foreagn or ‘Brussels’ for problems without offering any
realistic alternatives. Also, the political soczaiion that some populist parties provide risks mainhg
democratic.

The circumstances which causes populist movementsrt benign or malign need still to be studied
carefully. But what emerges increasingly is thamdsetic political accountability problems ratherrtha
pan-European ones explain the success of poputgéments and politicians across Europe. With a few
exceptions, populism is fed less by a European deatio deficit than by multiple domestic ones, by
national politicians more than by EU technocrats.

® Guzinni, S. (1995), ‘The “Long Night of the Firsepublic”: years of clientelistic implosion in ItaJyin Review of
International Political Economy, vol. 2, no. 1, pp. 27- 61



The rise of strong political non-party actors, swsh religious political movements or civil-society
alliances that play decisive roles in electiongyuith also be studied with an open mind. The general
assumption is that non-party actors will at somi@tgoirn into classical parties. But what if they dot?

The second alternative to classic political repnéstgon is civil society. In the steps of classierhture,
we find at least two distinct approaches discussedlation to governance and civil society:

- a neo-tocquevilliasocial capital idea, which presumes civil society works indiredty better
representation by creating an associative textisoaety, thereby fostering collective action lzhea
horizontal ties and social trusgnd

- asocial accountability idea which stresses civil society’s direct rolecinzen empowerment,
and the oversight component of government accollityaim the context of growing disillusionment
among citizens, with governments perceived as poresve, abusive and corrdpt

Social capital and social accountability mechanisga in fact be seen as intertwined and
complementary rather than competitive approachescaountability building needs both the general
capacity for autonomous collective action by merabefr a society (sustained through non-political
associations) and political engagement. The lastéarely sustainable in democratic societies witho
the former. Isolated groups demanding governmemowadability in an otherwise submissive,
indifferent or fragmented society cannot be effgxtiOn the other hand, associations and a capacity
collective action which does not translate into dads for good governance are also difficult to
imagine: we find no example in World Values Sureéyw country where voluntary civic participation is
high and governance is poor.

For social accountability to work and civil societty be an effective actor, four elements need to
coincide in a given society:

« a prevailingnorm of honesty and integrity in a given societiyic capital®;

e a customary practice of engaging in formal or informal collective acti@round shared
interests, purposes and valugssjal capital®;

* anetwork of voluntary associations (among which NGOs}ivil society;

® putnam, R. D. (1993Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditionsin Modern Italy, Princeton, Princeton University
Press
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World Bank, Social Development Paper, no. 76.
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« a sustained participation and political engagemertiehalf of civil societygivic culture™

These four indispensable characteristics are reyt &a’'build’ by external actors, though empowerien
strategies do exist. However, doubts have recdotlpwed the remarkable enthusiasm about civil
society from the nineties. Why should civil socigtpups be seen as something other than mere groups
of interests themselves? And even when their almuif beyond doubt, should they complement or
supplant the political parties? Are they an altéweato radical populism or rather by their rhetodo

they contribute to its rise?

After all, political parties are by their definingartisan and catering to specific interestsqlsldrium

not reached by the balancing of such differentrestts? What is the threshold after which represgnti
specific interests becomes illegitimate? Does t@var indeed lie in the area of appropriation & th
state by interested groups in order to generatés renthe private interest? How can government
impatrtiality and state autonomy be ensured towsnds groups?

What designs can we conceive to harness populeordisnt, turning alienated voters not into sabateur
of the political system, but into monitors of govance and auditors of public services? What ingesti
could be offered to traditional parties to engagereforms to make them more accountable and
transparent? How can new populist parties be emfgdgepromote democratic policies once in
government? Can we conceive of the possibility oflemnocratic world where parties fall beyond
redemption, and where representation is taken lmyether entities, and what might these look like?

The opinions expressed in this paper are the responsibility of the author and do not necessarily reflect the
official policy of the Council of Europe.
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