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Outbreaks of Democracy
Nowadays, everyone's a democrat. Everyone believes that authority rests on the consent
of the governed. Even dictators hold elections, and claim they represent the will of the
people. Democracy boasts a moral superiority as well as a unique performance. As the
safest, most decent and most effective method of government, it has at last triumphed over
its enemies, and now claims to be the only legitimate and viable political form.
This has been a remarkable rehabilitation. For most of its history, democracy was
seen as a degenerate mode of politics, much feared for its reliance on a populace seen as
foolish and volatile. Yet since the adoption of representation in the Eighteenth Century, and
the provision of an institutional place for democracy at the level of the state, we have laid to
rest those dangerous images of noisy and volatile mobs, constant mass assemblies and
endless inefficient talk. With the people being ruled by proxy, and periodically consenting to
elite rule in elections, we have found a way to combine legitimacy with decency and
viability. Now, modern representative form provides enough participatory input to be
legitimate, yet not so much as to damage its viability. As such, it's easy to see why the
democratic club is one that everyone wants to join.
Certainly, those who have most recently joined this club, be they Africans, Latin
Americans or Eastern Europeans, have made significant improvements on their previous
regimes. Yet they also sense a growing disappointment. This is due not only to the
increasingly apparent social costs of a free (and unstable) market, but also to the
realisation that the transition from mass action against authoritarianism to the settled
structures of elections and parties involves a significant reduction in political activity. In
rising against their masters, such people participated in noisy debate and spontaneous
action. Now, they have become mere spectators in an elitist game.
There are rumblings, also, within the established democracies. Here we struggle
with the inescapable fact that participation is a sham. Falling voter turnout, widespread
cynicism and a loss of respect for our representatives is our lot. Elected by a small
percentage of the vote, and even this won by the distortion of information, our political and
economic elites once again sever any connection they ever had with the people in order to
pursue their self-regarding ways. Though our politicians claim our consent, whole sections
of the populace have become superfluous. Not only is their participation no longer required,
but they are also denied work, resources, public services and opportunities.
So it is that the 'end of history' turns out to be characterised by extraordinary
suffering, a global elite bonanza which completely evades democratic control, and a
frightening degree of political and economic instability. We face our future unaided by
radical theory, and the triumph of liberal democracy has been accompanied by a general
crisis of utopian energies. It seems we must resign ourselves to our collective addictions:
there will be no revolution, no let-up to our cruelty, no stopping our self-destruction. No
longer can we imagine a different kind of politics. Recently, the Zapatistas appealed to us
in the following way: "Why is it so quiet here?" they asked. "Is this the democracy you
wanted?"1
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In fact the demise of radicalism is far from complete. At the margins of both theory
and practice, there is significant exploration of a different and altogether older kind of
democracy. Here, as it was for the ancients, for Rousseau, and for Marx, democracy is not
so much a set of procedures and institutions, as it is a way of life, an ethical ideal, an
answer to the question: "how should we live?"2 So we can observe groups, associations,
and social movements across the world valuing a quite different quality of participation in
their decision-making, one which asserts distinct identities, recovers excluded cultures, and
suggests new relationships with our environment.3
Often, these activities are deeply suspicious of existing hierarchies and democratic
institutions, and are therefore careful to by-pass traditional political channels. Indeed, one
of the characteristics of these initiatives is a certain anti-institutionalism. We see this same
rejection of institutional politics in right-wing militias and in a range of groups using new
technologies to co-ordinate their actions.4 Even in the voluntary sector, public
administration and business management, we notice recurrent themes of decentralisation,
active participation and the flattening of hierarchies.5
Available for our consideration, then, is a range of populist, anti-institutional and
participatory political activity, some of which is democratic, some of which is not. Our
capacity to distinguish between the two is much aided by recent theoretical developments.
From across the social sciences, an extraordinary rush of attempts are currently underway
to deepen democracy. Communitarians, Habermasians, feminists and postmodernists all
draw our attention to the nature of consent required if an authority is to claim legitimacy. 6
According to these accounts, meaningful participation is not just a question of occasionally
placing a cross in a box beside a person's name. Rather, what becomes of central
importance is the process of forming and informing that act of choice, the openness of
debate which precedes the act of consent, and the quality of information actually available
to political participants.
Discernible here is a distinct vision of democracy, one which rests upon face-to-face
deliberation, one which stresses that deliberations be fair. 'Fairness' indicates the absence
of coercion, the right for all to participate and to have their views taken seriously. 7 Fair
deliberation here emerges as the defining characteristic of democracy. It is only this that
can confer legitimacy. Of those anti-institutional initiatives outlined above, it is those which
aspire to fair deliberation that offer a glimpse of a different kind of democratic politics.
Yet the moment we seek examples, perhaps from the politics of identity, from selfhelp community groups, or from the DiY culture, so we confront recurrent criticisms. Such
criticisms suggest that the recovery of more ethical forms of democracy evince
parochialism, idealism and political irrelevance. More specifically, they have been strongly
admonished for abandoning attention to material questions,8 for their lack of concrete
institutional reforms9 and for their unrealistic, and possibly dangerous, over-estimation of
citizen capacities. It is perhaps for these reasons that fair and anti-institutional democratic
initiatives have attracted so little serious scrutiny. Either ridiculed as pubescent (by statist
political science), dismissed as irrelevant to real questions of power (liberalism,10
Marxism11), or lost in a cacophony of textual analysis (postmodernism, post-structuralism),
they are not seen as having contributed to our understanding of crucial organisational and
strategic questions.
In response, those seeking to defend this different vision of democracy have argued
that its effectiveness cannot be adequately assessed by instrumental means. Historically,
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moments of fair and anti-institutional democratic action have often had important effects
which are indirect: they place issues on the public agenda, they educate and empower
citizens.12 We cannot, for example, dismiss the 1848 Revolutions simply because they
failed to capture state power. By announcing the future centrality of popular opinion in
politics, the events of that year were of lasting importance.13
Further counter-arguments have been suggested by those theorists seeking to
deepen democracy. They have offered a range of practical institutional reforms which
would allow fair deliberation to be effectively fed into the decision-making processes of the
state, so preserving the organisational benefits of a central representational structure.14 By
giving deliberative democracy a 'place', they hope to combine its increased legitimacy with
political viability.
Yet these latter suggestions, while going some way toward addressing the issue of
political irrelevance, remain strangely transfixed upon the state. Almost none address the
problems encountered by participants in real deliberative situations. Democratic theorists
have always plied their trade as designers of entire political orders. They have always
sought to show how states could be both legitimate and effective. The theorist, gazing out
over the entire institutional landscape, diagnoses ills, and designs institutional treatments.
From this elevated perspective, trying to deepen democracy becomes a problem of design,
of finding forms which will allow for fair deliberation to be fed into the decision-making
apparatus of the state, of suggesting institutional structures to house participation. To be
effective, to be politically relevant, deliberative input must be channeled, limited, managed.
Otherwise it cannot run states.15
Yet most of us do not practice state craft. We do not, in fact, face the problem of
reforming an entire political order. Instead, we live everyday lives, in our families and
communities. We work, we belong to civic associations and, when sufficiently motivated to
overcome our pessimism, we engage in political activism. From the perspective of a
participant in everyday collective decision-making, democracy presents a quite different set
of problems. Here, now, democracy means fairness and effectiveness in the decisionmaking process of an actual group.
For all their talk of deliberation, if you ask a democratic theorist questions like: How
can our decisions be fair and effective? How can we have more democracy, say, in our
place of work? you will be greeted by a loud silence. This is because they are busy
elsewhere. Anxious to be seen as politically relevant, they want to show democratic states
how to run. Participants would be more impressed if we could learn, first, how to walk.
What, then, can we say about democracy as it appears from the perspective of
actual participants? We might start with Wolin's suggestion that "democracy needs to be
reconceived as something other than a form of government," more along the lines of, "a
mode of being."16 In so doing, we begin to see that democracy is not so much about "where
the political is located but how it is experienced."17 Wolin describes democracy as
something that happens to people, something immediate, something characterised not by
a form for participation, nor by an institutional design, but precisely by a loss of form, and
by a breach of design.18 It is thus "defined by its opposition to existing arrangements rather
than by them."19
We are here invited to contemplate democracy as an immediate and transgressive
moment which occasionally erupts20 in our everyday lives. According to this view,
democracy is not an institutional form but, instead, something that can occur among
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particular people in particular situations. In an outbreak of democracy, there is a sudden
recovery of politics, an awakening, a process of political renewal. There is a moment when
we rise above the power saturated ways in which we normally interact, and something
quite different takes place between us.
An outbreak of democracy, whether it be on a small or large scale, begins with a
sudden challenge to power. It can occur with extraordinary rapidity, and almost always
catches us by surprise. This is because we do not watch everyday life. Feminists have long
pointed out that 'political' activity far beneath the level of the state remains largely invisible
to mainstream political science. It was precisely this perceptual failure that accounted for
the widespread dismissal of feminist CR groups and their insight that 'the personal is
political'. Trained, perhaps, by generations of sovereigns and clerics, we now concentrate
our attention exclusively on political and cultural elites, and so cannot see the seething
activity which at last expresses itself in an outbreak of democracy. Our surprise21 is then
matched by our horror, as it gradually dawns upon us that such disorganised political forms
might, in fact, be very effective indeed.
Certainly, democracy as a way of life, has always been highly opportunistic. It
mushrooms into the political spaces vacated upon the loss of order, and is aided by crisis,
systemic breakdown, and incompetent leadership. Examples of democratic outbreaks,
some on a massive scale, are common in the history of religious struggles, agricultural
uprisings, labour movements and secessionist rebellions. Against our expectations, they
are often very effective in the way they co-ordinate action. Marx had his own preferred
examples, especially the June Days of 1848. "It is well known," he states, "how the
workers, with unexampled bravery and ingenuity, without leaders, without a common plan,
without means, and, for the most part lacking weapons, held in check for five days the
army, the Mobile Guard, the Paris National Guard and the National Guard which streamed
in from the provinces."22
Garton-Ash stresses just this kind of unexpected effectiveness in his description of
the formation of Solidarity,23 and there are also accounts of the development of democracy
on the American frontier which stress its ability to co-ordinate action in the absence of
law.24 Others have identified such outbreaks in Russia during 1917, Paris in 1968, in the
American resistance to the war in Vietnam, and in the League of Revolutionary Black
Workers in Detroit. Goodwyn details just this combination of fair deliberation and
effectiveness in his discussion of the National Farmer's Alliance, Shay's Rebellion, and the
Flint Sit-Down strikes of the 1930's.25 Further glimpses are afforded in the evident capacity
of Danes in the face of Nazi power to collectively, and overnight, place a yellow star on an
entire nation's coats,26 in striking miner's wives ability to agitate for, and support, their
embattled communities27 and in the mass mobilisation of citizens which brought down the
puppet regimes of Eastern Europe. There have also been great refusals, like the boycott of
the Nike Corporation by black youth prompted by Public Enemy's exposure of racist hiring
practices, the resistance to Shell's dumping of the Brent Spa and the city of Liverpool's
boycott of the Sun newspaper following its reporting of the Hillsborough disaster.
What we see in these examples is, first of all, an alternative form of collective action.
It is precisely this form which co-ordinates most things in our everyday lives. Here, beneath
the veneer of institutions, activities occur in horizontal, flattened networks of
communication, lacking centralised guidance yet somehow with the capacity to effectively
co-ordinate. It is precisely this alternative form of action co-ordination, termed "rhizomatic...
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like crab-grass" by Deleuze and Guattari,28 that so terrifies those holding elite power.
Having claimed that only an institutional politics can be effective, they now confront a way
of organising that they do not understand.
But how does this kind of disorganised democracy actually function? What happens
upon an outbreak of democracy? To answer these questions, we must move away from
the study of participation as it takes place within institutionalised political science, and
instead borrow from empirical work undertaken in social psychology, communication
studies, community activism and radical democratic practice.
When the veneer of social order begins to tear, people gather together. Whether in
those spaces so carefully hidden from the eye of power: the wood, the street, the public
house, the coffee shop, or in places formerly cleansed by surveillance and legalized force,
such as the town square or the theatre, people group together and they talk.29 The
temperature of this new interaction is hot, there is energy and noise and there is debate.
The same thing occurs when existing power-saturated and hierarchical groups in civil
society suddenly find their structures subjected to suspicious interrogation and open
discussion.
Accounts of such moments repeatedly note that speech becomes animated, that
people are keen to be heard, they listen to others with interest and there is a heightened
concern to elicit all views. Another early indication is that people become highly suspicious
of all forms of existing authority. The women's movement in particular found that one of the
effects of this suspicion was that women identified new ways in which they were
oppressed. In effect, during open discussion, people become politicized. As republican
theory has always claimed, participants are able to broaden their tight focus on individual
interests, first to include the point of view of others30 and then to those interests the group
has in common. As the forum continues to meet, friendship, vitality and rapid learning all
draw people in.31 Now, to use Rousseau's phrase, they "fly to the assemblies."32 In an
outbreak of democracy, the cost of participation is completely swamped by the benefits. 33
Social psychologists have found that what seems to drive these processes, to give
them their extraordinary energy, is that in an outbreak of democracy, conflict works.34 It
somehow generates cohesion, it causes people to re-evaluate their preferences and
needs,35 it brings about consensus. There are disagreements, and these are acted out often in highly dramatic ways. Livy's history of early Rome has many good examples of
such political drama, and it was precisely this energizing conflict to which Machiavelli
attributed the vitality of that republic.36
A further characteristic of such an outbreak is that participants seek ways to
deliberate which are seen to be right, as democratic. This means they regularly evaluate
their decision-making process to check that it was as fair as circumstances allow. In
judging the quality of their own democracy, they must necessarily make appeal to a
common understanding of fairness, be it a universal ideal or a social construction.
Whatever its epistemological status, the ideal of fairness is interpreted differently in
different cultures, and participants bring their own ethical and aesthetic understandings to
bear on such judgments.37 Accounts of democratic outbreaks illustrate this great variety of
style, while at the same time reflecting a common democratic core. In most cultures,
argumentation is not something stilted and rational, but includes the use of rhetorical
devices such as irony, ridicule and ad hominem. In the sometimes playful mass debates of
democratic Athens, for example, to abuse a speaker's ancestry was seen as a valid part of
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criticising their views. Yet Athenians certainly watched their democracy with care,
subjecting their decisions to constant reassessment and complaint.38
Upon an outbreak of democracy, leadership is no longer based on social roles, but
becomes more fluid: its functions divided and shared. Where it does accrue to particular
individuals, it is because the group benefits from that individual's abilities. Whether the
benefits of leadership outweigh its dangers is a constant topic of discussion for the group.
On those rare yet inevitable occasions where ostracism is necessary, it tends to be
practised against those more powerful members of the group who are widely seen to be
actively working against the collective interest.39
As the forum continues to meet, networks of alliance and disagreement emerge,
group boundaries harden, and adversarial postures are adopted towards the institutions of
power.40 The group develops in-jokes, stereotypical images of opponents and symbolic
representations of its cohesion. Nevertheless, a characteristic of fairness is openness of
membership, and informal and un-bureaucratic procedures to include new arrivals.
Generally, activity remains frenetic; people make extraordinary sacrifices and act in
uncharacteristic ways.41 A great deal of emotion continues to be expressed, both positive
and negative: people can't sleep, they fall in love, and what they are able to achieve
surprises both others and themselves. In recovering their collective power, participants
report an extraordinary sense of euphoria and a heightened confidence in their own
ability.42 Drawing now on many different points of view, the group's deliberations often
result in highly creative decisions. When implementing such decisions, people act with
responsibility and commitment. This is another important way in which rhizomatic
democratic action is particularly effective. In more hierarchic forms, implementation of
decisions (made by others) always entails a collective loss of energy, due both to foot
dragging and to the necessary costs of enforcement.43
Such moments of fairness enjoy some successes: power is challenged, its ways
revealed.44 If outbreaks become extended and networked together, new rights can be won,
and sometimes even governments fall. But usually there is failure.
The demise has multiple causes, both external and internal. Externally, one of the
most significant difficulties faced by any genuinely democratic network is the unbridled
hostility of the state and other institutions of power. Usually, outbreaks can be safely
ignored, ridiculed, denied resources and allowed to peter out. Should they manage to
survive and network together so as to present even a symbolic threat to existing structures
of power and property distribution, other strategies, such as informants, pay-offs and dirty
tricks will be used. Finally, if even these prove inadequate, states (both authoritarian and
democratic) will resort to direct and violent repression in order to restrict the growth of
democracy.45
Further difficulties arise when an outbreak expands and finds it must develop new
administrative structures. As the scale of their activities increase, contacts with the
institutions of power become more frequent and the network finds it needs delegates,
proxies and spokespersons.46 Subsequently, the selection and control of representatives
comes to occupy more and more of their time and energy, necessitating new levels of
institutional structure. This process often follows upon a group being offered much needed
resources, or perhaps the attention of the media or powerful decision-makers. Such
resources invariably come with strings attached, and the nature of these strings can pose
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significant organisational difficulties for the group. Asked now for written constitutions, due
processes of accountability and proof of representativeness, networks suddenly find they
must evince structures which fulfil conditions for the reception of resources. This can entail
groups having to learn new languages for the expression of their activities and adopting
particular self-descriptions which more directly address the conceptual categories of the
resource provider. This is an important institutional moment in the life of a democratic
outbreak, and it can strongly affect the texture of interactions taking place within it. At such
points, discussion is, to use Habermas's phrase, gradually "colonized" by instrumental
forms.47
Here, then, we witness the generation of specialised teams, sub-groups of
representatives and support and briefing structures for those now increasingly active
outside the original group. The danger with this secondary layer of structure is that it tends
to move decisions away from direct discussion and interrogation. Representatives find
ways of acting that seem to offer efficiency gains, they develop expertise in getting things
done. Yet if this learning is concentrated in sub-groups and individuals, if it remains
uninspected by the original group, if it begins to sediment into distinct intra-group cultures,
then it becomes damaging to the discursive ability of the group as a whole. We witness just
this in various Green parties,48 within the women's movement and when self-help groups
apply for charitable funding. The colonisation of the democratic outbreak, and the
institutional structures it brings into being, ineluctably erode its face-to face quality.49 Now,
what was once done by talking is taken over by individuals with particular abilities,
displaced by bureaucratic procedure, rendered static by hierarchic institutional solutions.
At last, if it has not fizzled out or been repressed, the outbreak is co-opted and fully
institutionalised.50 Participants now find themselves mere spectators of a process that was
once their own. So domesticated, discussion returns to its more common power-saturated
and "normalised"51 form. If the outbreak was widespread and prolonged, its slogans will be
adopted hypocritically, aped by politicians and used to advertise clothing to teenagers. Now
declared a "Triumph of Democracy,"52 the revolutionary moment is finally contained in a
constitutional form. Here, participants in a successful outbreak find themselves subject to
that most seductive of ends: death by liberal democracy.
Internal causes of failure are easy to identify. Stress and exhaustion, fear of
repression, frustration, resignation, repeated narcissistic injuries and withdrawal are among
them.53 Often, these take the form of group divisions that increasingly constrain discussion
or the emergence of a faction or leader whose methods undermine fair communication. Old
power differentials reappear, so that once again men dominate the discussion, experts
automatically take on tasks which become invisible to the group, and the more confident
members, now doing all the talking, complain about the level of participation of the less
active. Riven by conflict that is now destructive,54 the noise at last begins to abate. As the
cost of participation rises, people no longer attend with the same frequency. When
democracy ends, apathy returns, as does the exclusive concern with self-interests and the
prevalence of 'free-riding.'55 Instead of agreeing to disagree, as they might have done
during the democratic outbreak, conflict goes underground, and consensus becomes, once
more, a sham.56
Now the recriminations begin. People start to pathologise those who hold views
different from their own, and to see that difference as sabotage.57 Ostracism becomes a
weapon to be used against less powerful members of the group, it becomes increasingly
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divisive, and as the ideology of the network hardens further still, a kind of micro-Thermidor
occurs, one characterised by "group think" and the enforcement of conformity. 58 Now, in a
parody of self-rule, participants take on the task of oppressing themselves. With the eclipse
of fairness, leaders and sub-groups police deliberations, thus resurrecting the negative side
of direct 'democracy', in which individual freedom is effectively denied.59 Such an
occurrence is then greeted with gleeful shouts of "I told you so!" by those threatened by the
outbreak.
Whatever the combination of causes, democratic outbreaks seem to have a
discernible life cycle: they burn brightly, then either fizzle, are repressed, become
profoundly unfair, or are co-opted and institutionalised. They can last for moments, or for
months, but eventually, they come to an end.60
What use, then, are such extraordinary and ephemeral moments? We have noted
their capacity to educate citizens, to renew ordinary politics, and to effect change. In
assessing their value, we should also recognise that the many problems democratic
outbreaks must overcome, if they are to extend their activities and remain democratic, are
not necessarily without solutions. All the various pressures identified above, be they
internal or external, have been solved by particular democratic outbreaks in the past. What
we can say, however, is that no single outbreak has managed to solve them all in order to
build a genuine anti-institutional democratic movement which is sustained over time.
Yet the fact that this has so far not occurred in our political history does not preclude
its future possibility. If groups succeeded in mobilising, networking and co-ordinating their
activities on a large scale, perhaps adopting some second layer structures which are
carefully controlled, sustaining their democratic character across periods of lesser energy,
taking on everyday organisational functions, it is still conceivable that an accumulation of
democratic outbreaks could constitute a different kind of politics.
Assessing the value of such ephemeral events therefore presents us with significant
difficulties, not least among them being the question of whether the past can be used to
predict the future. To assert that democratic outbreaks will always only be ephemeral
would require a law-like explanation (and thus, prediction) for their necessary failure,
something that is entirely beyond our present knowledge of such events. Not only do we
lack such an explanation, we also lack the capacity to evaluate the effects of such
outbreaks. Where these might include indirect effects, such as pressures on elites to make
concessions and lasting images of struggle, we are never sure precisely what is to be
valued, nor over how long. Indeed, for how long must an ephemeral activity be sustained
before we designate it as important? Five years? Ten? Surely, it needs to be at least
seventy-five years, for otherwise, each of our individual lives becomes unimportant. Yet we
cannot insist that an event must last for more than a hundred years for it to be important,
for otherwise, liberal democracy itself appears to be of little value. The charge of
ephemerality, and the easy dismissal of fair and anti-institutional democratic initiatives it
seems to allow, is a numbers game we do not know how to play. Certainly, democratic
outbreaks are ephemeral. But that does not mean they always will be, or that they thereby
lack importance.
There is one deficiency of democratic outbreaks, however, that cannot be denied:
they are unable to provide a stable supply of deliberative input for a state. Simply,
democracy from the participant's perspective may not be the kind of thing that can be
accommodated in an institutional design. To see why this is so, we must recall that the
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basic building block of democratic legitimacy is fair face-to-face deliberation. What makes
an outbreak of democracy legitimate, and, importantly, what keeps it so is the ceaseless
energy with which its members are suspicious of unfairness. Only by talking, arguing,
celebrating, can participants be sufficiently vigilant to extend the duration of their
democratic moment. Subject to significant pressures on their time and resources,
participants often face the need to compromise their fairness in order to make gains in
effectiveness. They need to agree to methods of quick decision-making which may not
involve the whole group, to temporary hierarchies, to reliance on an particular person's
skills, and generally, to a number of practices which are, in fact, unfair.
What we are considering with such trade-offs is the addition of a second layer of
organisational structure, a minimal increase in formalized procedure. Participants in
democratic outbreaks face an unending array of difficult collective judgments which will
determine whether they remain democratic or not. Somehow, they must recognise the
need for a gain in effectiveness, agree to a reduction in their own participation and remain
vigilant that the resulting trade-off does not become permanent. While fairness is difficult
enough in itself, it becomes even more so when we try to manage and control this second
layer. As the empirical evidence shows, even minimal reliance on proxies and bureaucratic
procedures can be hard to reverse. Often, they result in permanent damage to the
deliberative capacities of the group.
Those who participate in outbreaks of democracy thus confront legitimacy as
ephemeral and entropic, as requiring constant reassertion. Good judgment is, therefore,
characterised by an ongoing suspicion, not only of all forms of authority, but also of those
subtle textural shifts that occur in groups as they interact with existing institutions of
power.61 Groups show poor judgment when they succumb to the temptations of institutional
solutions and lazily allow their processes to lapse back into illegitimacy. Discursive
assessment, rapid, and suspicious, is required before the group can legitimately adopt
some institutional relief such as the selection of a delegate, the adoption of a procedure, or
some other hierarchical arrangement which secures an easing of the discursive load.62
Vigilance is a virtue democrats must have in abundance; they must be non-believers,
active in their ambivalence, wide awake. In this way, they can constantly scrutinise the
effects of their trade-offs upon the deliberative capacities of the group, and so legitimately
adopt and control a second layer of organisational structure.
One recurrent difficulty with this second layer pertains to our understanding of how
and why representatives become separated from those they represent.63 This phenomenon
has been inspected by democratic theory, though usually in order to show that any serious
engagement with existing structures of power necessitates the adoption of hierarchical and
perhaps oligarchic methods. So we find Michels analysing the Social Democratic Party in
Germany and concluding that their efforts to organise inevitably generates oligarchy. 64 The
explanation for democratic degeneration is here given in terms of a spatial metaphor: it is
the distance between the representatives and the people that results in the former's
transformation into 'oligarchs.'65
Distance, however, is more descriptive of this process than it is explanatory. What
we really require is a deeper understanding of the subtle ways in which institutions, even
democratic ones, gradually distort the experience of democracy. Group representatives, in
their efforts to do business with elites, somehow ineluctably internalise a different set of
norms and values, finally becoming socialized into a more institutionalised view of
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participation: one which seeks to manage it effectively in order to serve the needs of the
elite. The danger here, then, is that the representatives of the people become co-opted into
a quite different project from the one that originally generated their mandate.
A further obstruction to the evaluation of democratic breakouts arises from the
contradictory nature of the criticisms so often leveled at apparently disorganised political
forms. The history of such outbreaks would seem to indicate that the simple charge of
ineffectiveness is misplaced, and is likely to be more ideological than substantive. It cannot
be the failure of democratic outbreaks to co-ordinate action that accounts for the refusal by
political science to take anti-institutional initiatives seriously, nor does it explain the lack of
sustained study of how we might stimulate and nurture such activities, develop ways for
groups to network together and thereby to overcome the problem of partiality which always
besets local actors.66 Rather, at the heart of this disinterest is the fear that rhizomatic action
is too effective, dangerously so, and thus prone to violent disorder. As such, it must be
controlled. Otherwise, and here is the rub, it cannot provide the safety and stability required
by elites to maintain their power, in other words, the state. Any radical politics that cannot
run a state is thereby seen as deficient.67 To say that democratic outbreaks are unimportant
because they are dangerous, ineffective, and ephemeral, is therefore, to evaluate them in a
purely instrumental way; purely instrumental, that is, for the maintenance of existing state
power.
And of course, outbreaks of democracy cannot run states. Indeed, running a state is
not, after all, a suitable task for the spontaneous and ephemeral, nor for the joyful, the
committed or the autonomous.68 It's not the sort of thing one would do if wide awake, if
suspicious of illegitimacy, if wanting to be involved in processes of actual democratic
judgment. It is clearly true that an outbreak of democracy can co-ordinate collective action.
It can effectively provide for both material and social needs. It can defeat centralised
structures of power in the field, it can take over a whole area, culture, way of life, so fast it
takes the breath away. But it cannot run states.
This is because we cannot, as the designing theorists would suggest, simply stack
democratic layers on top of one another, and then, in a great leap of faith, switch to a
representative structure at the level of the state. Above the second layer, the texture of
deliberation is inexorably changed. Here, face-to-face interaction is replaced by a
corrupting politics of proxy, by bureaucratisation and ossification of procedure, by
institutionalised mechanisms geared solely to effectiveness. Above the second layer, and
sometimes even within it, fairness is not only lost, it is also forgotten.
How, then, could there ever be such a thing as a democratic state? In the liberal
democracies, we live with significant trade-offs of participation for effectiveness. But, again,
it is not the presence of unfair practices that signals illegitimacy. It is the lack of deliberative
agreement to such trade-offs. Where no serious effort is made by the state, or even by a
major political party, to seek meaningful deliberative input into the making of collective
decisions, then such trade-offs must be seen as illegitimate. And of course, even if a state
did seek such input, it could only do so by attempting to provide institutional forms which,
as we have seen, are not conducive to fairness as it is experienced by participants. We
must conclude, therefore, that newly democratic states have joined a club of nondemocrats. It is for this reason that they are disappointed; it is for this reason that they find
themselves in (our) brave new world of political silence and carefully managed
participation.
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This, though, is not to remove all possibility for a deepening of democracy.
Historically, participatory rights are not given by suddenly generous elites. They are taken
by emerging oppressed groups. Only as groups learn to operate their own procedure with
fairness and effectiveness, only as they find ways to network with other such groups while
retaining their democratic core, can they begin to challenge the existing structures of
power.
Yet it is precisely when we begin to consider the possibility of such a challenge that
we reveal the extraordinary lack of knowledge we have accumulated over our history
regarding what it actually means to rule ourselves. We know so little about how to behave
fairly in groups, how we might nurture and network democratic break-outs and thus begin a
genuinely democratic movement. When suitably humbled by this lack of knowledge, the
question of how we might deepen democracy escapes from the hands of the designing
theorist and becomes one that participants can only ask themselves. Do we want to be
autonomous citizens? Do we want to have fun, to make noise, to act on our growing
mistrust? Or do we want merely to watch as those forces which work against democracy
increasingly colonize our lives and perhaps even destroy us completely?
Deepening democracy could, quite suddenly, and quite alarmingly, become
something more than an unlikely possibility. Any significant outbreak can be relied upon to
generate, quickly, a great number of very angry and very active citizens, and would
certainly, eventually, challenge for greater democratic control of the market. At such a
point, participants would find themselves trying to discursively evaluate what must surely
be one of the greatest 'non-decisions' and the least deliberated trade-offs for effectiveness
in human experience. An outbreak on such a scale would be tantamount to revolution, and
as history shows, no violence is ever spared to protect the market from the demands of
justice.
"Once you have citizens," Rousseau said, "you have all you need." At present, we
have few citizens. Liberal democracy studiously fails to produce them. For the most part
there is apathy, cynicism, extraordinary hardship and also, possibly, impending
infrastructural breakdown. Yet, where a political structure relies for its stability on
systematic depoliticisation and on the exhaustion of utopian energies, it is always
vulnerable. There is much dry wood. There are many outbreaks of democracy. Just
because our elites cannot see them does not mean they do not occur. After all, the
democratic project of basing authority on the fair and considered agreement of those
affected has always been one that has threatened to grow out of control.

[Originally published in Socialist Register (36), pp. 145-160, 2000]
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