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1 Mature Democracies: Why Does Politics Destabilize Society?

We take for granted that mature democracies - some of them dating back to the late eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century - have solved the basic problems of anarchy and autocracy. The negative legacies of pre-democratic regimes all but faded away. A mature democracy may not be well ordered according to the high standards of political philosophy, yet it does exist in the real world. It is featured by strength and resilience with regard to the loyalty among fellow citizens, state institutions that embody the rule of law and leadership that adjusts to new circumstances and practises moderation in order to integrate winners and losers. Mature democracies are supposed to protect and promote stability, both in domestic and international affairs, while countries involved in halfway-house democratization are supposed to engender instability.


But today, Western governments based on altering electoral majorities seem subject to destabilization of their own making.  They try to speed up the diffusion of democratic regimes by humanitarian interventions (occupations of backward societies by civil development experts as well as soldiers). They promote diffusion of markets, both internationally (free trade) and domestically (deregulation, privatization, tax reform, methods of business management within the public sector). They are engaged in permanent reform of social policies and industrial relations in order to improve national competitiveness. They increasingly rely on non-hierarchical modes of jurisdiction and control by delegation (governance). They replace unilateral action and isolationism by a mixture of intense cooperation and competition among states and alliances of states. They follow more or less complex and strict procedures for legal and administrative say, transparency and compensation for those who claim to be harmed by public policy. They facilitate and join a vibrant public sphere, marked by unbroken multimedia coverage. They celebrate choice-based consumerism and other modes of individuality within the bounds of criminal law and common decency. And they try to come to terms with dark episodes of state immorality and national trauma in their past (excuses, monuments, reparations).

However, the very measures for restoring and innovating social balance and political success seem to bring about a lack of security and welfare in society and a risk of state failure, democratic deficit, and social alienation. Expansive foreign policies, new markets, public policy reforms, international agencies, legal battles, assertive public associations and media, individuality (both utilitarian and expressive) and respect for deceased victims of public policy all have many virtues, but the life of quiet and comfort is not one of them.
 


It seems, then, that the working of representation by politicians and the contribution of political agency by citizens in mature democracies in Western societies since 1989 and 2001 are enigmatic in a basic sense. I am writing a book about this matter. It will contain chapters on:

· the recurrent (quasi-theological and quasi-medical) concept of political crisis in the 1930s, 1970s and 1990s (the turn from fear of politics to politics of fear).

· the general belief in the resilience of mature democracies: correction via elitism/minimalism (Schumpeter); pluralism/egalitarianism (Dahl), or consociationalism/deliberative associationalism (Lijphart).

· the current 
weakening of conventional arguments about the primacy of representation in democratic politics: minimal transaction costs of politics, maximal benefits of private rights, countervailing power against tyranny, well-being (elected aristocracy), peace (accommodation between old and new elites), and national identity.

· Manin’s model of a new regime of representative democracy after the exhaustion of mass parties: main features of audience democracy (démocratie du public), the general conditions for its normalization, and my own revision with respect to the relative success of vested parties and new party formations as well as political communication in consensual democracies.

· the prospects and limits of audience democracy in great contemporary issues: integration of immigrants, European unification, public policy reform, waging war on voluntary and moral grounds, politics of the past, party modernization, and striking cases (the Americans Clinton and Schwarzenegger, the Europeans Blair and Berlusconi);

· the credentials of sustainable audience democracy from the point of view of democratic ethics and public philosophy, in particular the pursuit of truth in party politics and the use of state power; and

· the informational and representational role of political scientists and philosophers in the triangle of audience democracy (leaders, journalists, citizens).

In this talk, I will focus on questions of research that involve both political science and communication science as well as positive points of view about the future and meaning of democracy and normative points of view.


Our common research interest may be stated as follows. Which influence do journalists and media have on politicians and parties? Which influence do politicians and parties have on journalists and media?  Which influence do journalists and media have on citizens and their associations (families, neighbourhoods)? Which influence do citizens and their associations have on journalists and media? We may not have a body of robust empirical knowledge about these interactions and relations.
 But we all agree that the old focus on the interplay between politicians and citizens, as if media and journalists do not matter, is a museum piece by now. The impact of media and journalists on the choice, the opportunity set, the structure of decision-making and the culture of decision-making of elected politicians and citizens with voting rights is a crucial field of research.

2 The Point of View of Transformation

Will liberal representative democracy with partisan politics and professional press tempered by a modicum of participatory action by the people (protests, referenda, popular initiatives) and groups of directly affected citizens (lobby, corporatist bargaining, popular consultation) survive? If so, which modifications buttress such survival?

The debate to date has been dominated by optimists who believe in the rise of post-, trans- and supranational citizenship (democratic cosmopolitanism) and pessimists who envisage the decline of national democracy. Some optimists foresee a duplication of democratic nationalism at higher levels of politics and administration. Others observe truly new (non-feudal) practices of democracy beyond borders, such as networks of governments and non-governmental associations.
 Some pessimists argue that here is a democratic deficit in national states, related to a weakening of trade unions and social movements, and a plutocratic turn in corporations, political parties, mass media and government offices. Other pessimists argue that there is a democratic surplus in such states, related to extinction of conventional authority in societies with schooled middle and working classes, proliferation of spokespersons of local and popular discontent, the pervasiveness of television, and the growth of procedures of direct democracy (such as recall).
 

I suggest that a breakthrough in the debate will come from those scholars who introduce the viewpoint of transformation rather than either cumulation (expansion) or fluctuation (cycles).
 Why, when and how do old modes of representation and participation in democratic societies change into new ones? In my view, constitutional democracy is going through a period of transition from city-state settings via nation state settings to a novel setting that is at present only partly within the reach of human knowledge and control.

Philip Bobbitt brings in the concept of a market-state here. This setting of democracy is marked by the emergence of international capital markets, autonomous supervisory authorities, multinational corporations with a quasi-government role, forms of discussion and decision by affected interested groups themselves, and public policies geared towards a concept of equal opportunities and private responsibilities, competition within the limits of meritocratic fairness, and common control of basic public risks (infrastructural collapse, epidemic diseases, exhaustion of natural resources).
 This characterization of the new circumstances for politics is essentially incomplete. A lot depends on contingent factors, such as struggle, wave-like movement, path-dependent variety, the crossing of relapse or a leap forward, the balance between muddling-through and conversion of patterns, the meaning of history, and luck.
  


Bernard Manin’s modern classic The Principles of Representative Government (1995, 1997) deals with the great transformation from direct democracy, including political lotteries, towards representative democracy in national states. The book also deals with a small transformation from parliamentarism in the nineteenth century to audience democracy in the making via party democracy during many decades in the twentieth century (a parenthesis). The model of audience democracy is schematic and concise.
 It is also original and useful as an alternative model of politics and communication in contemporary Western societies. Manin does not write about the perpetual flourishing or fundamental collapse of mature democracy. This flies in the face of conventional wisdom. Many scholars foresee the end of representation, such as the rise of cartel parties and weblogs. Or they predict fulfilment of representation, such as the rise of global networks of governance and commercial news service. Manin takes great pains to avoid premature pessimism and optimism. Specific factors have been conducive to a decline of party democracy and the rise of a new regime of sorts, including the rise of capital intensive modes of political mobilization (so-called tertiary associations), penetrating publicity  (omnipresent continuing television cameras) and scale enlargement and lifting in public policy making (such as European integration). I concur with Manin’s view that researchers should first examine the logic, balance and dynamics of audience democracy – if any - and then assess it from the point of view of standards of political leadership, sound journalism and good citizenship in an explicit ideal of democratic society (liberal or communitarian or republican). 

3 Audience Democracy: The Controversy

Let me summarize Manin’s own idea as a limited set of hypotheses. Firstly, the election of those who govern becomes interplay between trustful voters who pay attention to personal qualities of candidates (skills, virtues, appearances and records of performance in politics, organized society as well as private life) and candidates who frame their own trustworthy qualities in the public sphere with the help of media experts. This boils down to personalization of support of politics.

Secondly, the relative independence of politicians from the desires and claims of the electorate is constituted by an increasing degree of vagueness of image-based commitments of politicians during campaigns: policy statements, promises, think-tank concepts, and autobiographies crowd out party principles, party manifestos, and subcultures of rank and file. This is the feature of loosening of mandate and, possibly, political consent and the social contract.

Thirdly, freedom of opinion of the public – all those who are governed – is increasingly realized by media owners and professional journalists who are assertive, commercial (maximizing their share in the media market), and independent from the state and the political party system. An illustration of such freedom is the frequency of opinion polls. This media-based account, interpretation and assessment of the impact of politics and public policy on the life world of the people, its mentality and its interests in a wide sense imply restrictions and incentives for the behaviour of politicians with regard to the rewarding of (parts of) the public through policy benefits and the controlling of favourable reception of policy proposals. This is the feature of growth and differentiation of publicity, media criticism, and constant surveillance of government by social forces in the public sphere.

Finally, trial by discussion is increasingly marked by permanent debate in the media. There, politicians meet assertive journalists, experts, ordinary citizens and other representatives: leaders of interest groups, social movements, voluntary associations and non-governmental organizations. The audience that is watching, listening, reading and talking here includes a growing segment of heterogeneous and floating voters who are ‘well-informed, interested in politics, and fairly educated.’
 This is the feature of permanent and horizontal campaigning by authorities themselves and by those who oppose authorities. Permanent, since incumbent parties as well as opposition parties continue their (costly) pursuit of popular support after elections. Horizontal, since no authority is able to attain and maintain a privileged position in media discourse.

In an audience democracy citizens reason retrospectively when, and because, leaders reason prospectively, and vice versa. Citizens determine their voting conduct by looking back at the policy performance of leaders after the last election, while leaders anticipate withdrawal of support of punishing voters at the next election (in the case of manifest policy failure).
  

The preferences of citizens and their aggregate demand of public goods are not given. They are the outcome of mutual discussion and strategic persuasion by enterprising politicians who set the terms of public choice. Since the analogy between political competition and market competition breaks down on the demand side, Manin proposes to replace Schumpeter’s market metaphor of democratic elitism by the metaphor of the theatre. Representatives are actors (in the sense of performers), constituencies are spectators.
 

The scientific controversy about audience democracy seems total.
 Some argue that politicians and policy makers manipulate voters and takers of public policy, while journalists and media owners set the agenda of government and dictate its party composition (by making or breaking the image of politicians) and citizens are passive and cynical. Contemporary politics in mature democratic societies has become a space for hard confrontation and policy decisionism. Others argue that politicians and policy makers pander to the current preferences of the electorate (supporting popular policies that they believe to be against the interests of the people and the country), while journalists and media owners constitute a countervailing and enlightening power and citizens are empowered and critical. Contemporary politics has rather become a space for the making of contingent consensus and policy populism. The lack of a fixed technical term is quite revealing: mediacracy, government by spectacle, mobocracy, drama democracy, fan democracy. The accounts of audience democracy multiply into all directions and are often moralized and adversial.

One obvious way to improve things is to study empirical evidence. In 1997, Anthony King confirmed the American tendency of permanent campaigning by Democrats and Republicans, the fourth feature of Manin’s model.
 But in 2002, King led a team of scholars that examined the personalization of support in Canada, France, Germany, Great Britain, Russia and the United States (Manin’s first feature). King agrees that voters have likes and dislikes of leaders and candidates, and that they form overall evaluations of politicians on the basis of these feelings. But he questions whether the overall evaluations of voters have a considerable bearing on how they actually vote as well as on the outcomes of whole elections (and relative gains or losses of specific candidates). King’s team applied counterfactual reasoning. It compares each actual election outcome with what the outcome of that election would have been if the leaders and candidates of the main parties had been complete blanks in terms of their personalities and personal characteristics. The core finding of King’s new book is that ‘far from being normal, it is quite unusual for leaders’ and candidates’ personalities and other personal traits to determine election outcomes – not rare, but unusual. In other words, if the estimates (…) are correct, the almost universal belief that leaders’ and candidates’ personalities are almost invariably hugely important factors in determining the outcomes of elections is simply wrong. Leaders’ and candidates’ personal characteristics usually count for something – of course they do – but not for nearly as much as is generally supposed.’
 Elsewhere, King concludes ‘that a lot of political consultants and image-makers, especially those who work at the national level, are wasting their own time and their employers’ money. It means, more importantly, that political parties choosing leaders and candidates should ask themselves less often “How will he or she go down with the electorate?” and more often “How will this person’s policies and general political outlook go down with the electorate?”’

King does concede that personalization of support may be critical in some elections. Its impact will be stronger if large numbers of voters perceive large differences between politicians as persons (sometimes skewed in favour of one particular politician), if elections are extremely close, if emotional ties to parties are at their weakest, and/or if many voters do not perceive major programme or policy record differences (personalization as tie-breaker). The last condition brings in Manin’s second feature, the vagueness of party manifestos.

This suggests a somewhat different approach, which explores the truth about audience democracy as a self-contained political system and general theory about representative democracy (sets of coherent hypotheses). On the one hand, I will take the metaphor of the political theatre much further than Manin himself is prepared to do: ‘It expresses nothing more than the ideas of distinction and independence between those who propose the terms of choice and those who make the choice. Such is, at any rate, the sense it has here.’
I try to see political leaders as directors, parties as casts of political actors, journalists as reviewers, voters as spectators, and so on (public policies as screenplays, annual openings of the legislative branch as openings of the play-season). This is both an idealization of some features of politics, such as style, and an abstraction from other ones, such as ideology.
 I realise, of course, that the metaphor may be misleading. Communication scientists, for example, are well aware of the difference between physical contact between actors and audience in the theatre as public place and virtual contact between politicians and television watchers in the living room as private place.

On the other hand, I will use the metaphor of political theatre as upbeat to the study of political behaviour in the real world, both discursive behaviour (speeching, writing, debating, and so on) and non-discursive behaviour (bargaining, voting, policy-making, and so on).

If we conceive Manin’s theory of audience democracy as a research programme (from metaphor to model, from model to testing of hypotheses) and if we extend this theory by adding a set of hypotheses about journalism and media, then four important preliminary conclusions can be drawn from a survey, or so I will argue.

Firstly, the general hypothesis of political parties as campaign parties seems to be a strong one. Campaign parties continue their electoral campaign in other stages of the political process than merely the stage of party competition during elections. They campaign while mobilizing their constituencies, organizing their parties, making their various contributions to the work of parliaments, and making public policy (when in power). The paradigmatic cases here are Forza Italia, the Labour Party since New Labour, the Republican Party of Bush and Rove, and perhaps also the short-lived party of Pim Fortuyn.

Secondly, the general hypothesis of voters as passive spectators is a less promising one. Voters should not be modelled as passive consumers/clients (‘couch potatoes’), nor, for that matter, as active citizens in the classical, republican sense. They should be seen as monitoring citizens, who are involved in practices of intermittent participation, who are not members of secondary associations (parties and so on), and who are either active in a process of processing media information (the proverbial talk with the neighbour) or active in protest politics. So there are thin and thick modes of commitment of voters in their spectator role. The thin monitorial citizen participates in the media system and restricts political participation to voting during general elections. The thick monitorial citizen also joins the political system in a wider sense (referendum voting, joining street demonstrations, and so on). We need to identify patterns of composition of the electorate (active citizens, passive citizens, monitorial citizens, thin and thick monitorial citizens).


Thirdly, the general hypothesis of journalists as reviewers is the Achilles heel of Manin’s theory as research programme. Here we need close cooperation between political scientists and communication scientists.

Finally, the system perspective of audience democracy is a focus on general structures, institutions and functions (not on persons and certain actions of persons). It examines the role of both old and new parties and news media in respectively the making of government and the making of news. It invites political scientists to think about the inherent conservatism of interactive consensus (‘organic consensus’) and the tension between the requirement of such consensus (legitimacy) and the requirement of public sector reform (effectiveness). And it invites communications scientists to think about the pursuit of transparency or ‘throughput-oriented legitimacy’ in politics and public administration. 

4 Politicians as Actors (and Leaders as Directors)

The actor view of contemporary politicians entails a set of hypotheses. All of them suggest that politicians try to control their influence on fellow politicians, constituencies, the electorate and the public sphere in a wide sense (associations, media and public opinion in civil society). I will now formulate these hypotheses and then check their testability. Rigorous testing requires comparative terms (politicians, journalists and voters in audience democracy in period x compared to these actors or types of actors in party democracy in period y in a number of countries). My formulations are often not comparative, but hopefully sufficiently precise to show the heuristic value of Manin’s model.


Hypothesis P0 (Politicians Zero): Political leaders (party leaders, parliamentary leaders, leaders of government) tend to see and present themselves as autonomous and central – they must do so because of system constraints and incentives – rather than as subordinate to corporate shareholders and other powerful and authoritative actors in a liberal market-based democracy (the nation, the church, the party, the press, the forum of historians, and so on). In short: political leaders today reject some higher power beyond politics or a secondary place within politics.
  

Hypothesis P1: Citizens with rhetorical competence and radiating-power on the television screen (aura) will gain access to the predominantly national system of representation; will become winners and leaders after entry; and will survive contests with other powerful politicians after victory. Citizens without these qualities will not achieve these political goods. In short, politicians without acting skills and aura in the public sphere (particularly the television screen) will lose in the short run and become extinct in the long run.

Hypothesis P2: New generations of politicians will not be selected anymore from old professions (the military, the civil service, jurists, economists, newspaper journalism) but from new professions in the service economy, particularly television and movie stardom, popular journalism on television and radio, mass media ownership, popular arts (such as popular music), popular sports, as well as stars in old professions (star lawyers, star scholars, star entrepreneurs). In short: younger politicians are less rooted in a tradition of hierarchy, aristocracy and high culture than older ones.

Hypothesis P3: Political leaders have a natural or acquired ability to practise politics front stage ‘in the hot light of television cameras’. Some of these leaders become celebrities and idols.
 Most of them surround themselves with teams of media experts. All of them go public in order to create or maintain power and authority, and to do what leaders are supposed to do (symbolize community, determine the general interest, simplify, set priorities, set an example, break patterns, seize unique opportunities, decide hard cases, take the blame for bad policies). In short: television matters, even in the era of internet.

Hypothesis P4: Political leaders become directors, engaged with the making of credible images of personalities, issues, divisions in society and politics, and ways out. They command a small apparatus of loyal and experienced electoral experts, media experts, public policy experts, and experts in recruitment, finance, external relations and canvassing of volunteers. They mould their parties, parliamentary factions, government coalitions and ministries (in the case of incumbent leaders) into smooth parts of a permanent campaigning machine. Both the assignment of persons (elected politicians as member of the party team, civil servants as political assistants, appointed managers in the public sector as friends of the leader) and the selection of issues (manifestos, strategies, policies) are biased from the point of view of popular public representation.
 In short and like a sound bite: the campaign party ain’t over as long as the show goes on.

Hypothesis P5: Political parties will try to influence and control journalism by several methods of news management (or news manipulation, its pejorative). They manage media by direct contacts with owners, editors and reporters; off the record talks; press conferences; embedding (journalists in airplanes and buses); party events (organized with the sole purpose of media exposure); and selective appearance in different types of media and broadcasting. They manage information by controlled assignment of items and messages to different classes of privileged journalists; framing of issues in terms of party ownership; hiring ‘spin doctors’; and bypassing vested networks and dreaded interviewers. They manage image by electoral research, focus groups, media monitoring, media training, internet sites of prominent politicians (weblogs), advertisements (such as political spots on prime time), appearances in popular yet apolitical (even anti-political) television shows, and human-interest stories (the friendly face or feel good factor of parties and candidates). And they manage internal relations of the party in order to show unity and enthusiasm and to keep political opponents and journalists from exploiting division and pessimism within the party.
 In short: politicians have good defensive and offensive reasons to invest in management of political news.

Hypothesis P6: Politicians who make public policy or who control it are increasingly dependent on the news cycle and the information of investigative journalism rather than on party sources (members, local branches, affiliated organizations of interests), state sources (civil service) and free publicity (scientific sources). The most likely case of such informational dependency involves information about the daily lives and views of ordinary citizens, voters and clients of public policy. The most difficult case from the point of view of self-interest of politicians involves the hype about something bad in politics and policy making. In short, politicians have to come to terms with informational dependency and a tension between such dependency and a quasi-narcistic self-image of political leaders (see hypothesis P0).


I take it that all these hypotheses are broadly in line with the spirit of Manin’s idea of transformation and his model of post-party democracy. Perhaps the only exception is hypothesis P2. Manin does observe a broadening of democratic society in the phase of audience democracy, that is, some narrowing of the gap between elite and mass.
 But he does stick to the old theory of circulation of elites.
 That theory is incompatible with the strong version of P2, which suggests that ‘new new politicians’ are not part of the social elite anymore.

We should not take hypothesis P0 concerning the self-image of political leaders in an audience democracy for granted, nor should we treat it merely as after-dinner talk (‘all politicians are vain but those of our times more so than the statesmen of the times of our parents’). I would like to make an empirical classification of leaders who act as super-humans, leaders who act as self-centered humans, and leaders who act as serving fellow humans. But I must confess that I do not have a sound method to classify different leaders and to steer clear from the problem that all leaders in mature democracies invoke the metaphor of the servant (De Gaulle as the servant of the eternal nation of the French). So I immediately move on to the other hypotheses. 

As far as I can tell, there is no international longitudinal data set about the rate of mediatization of the political profession (trained acting politicians/all politicians) and the politicization of professional journalism, the movie industry, and other bulwarks of the modern service economy (political journalists/all journalists; political actors/all actors; and so on). Nor is there a clean data set about this dualist trend, if any, among the young. Hence, the evidence with respect to hypotheses P1 and P2 on selection of politicians is necessarily impressionistic.

There are many stories about adaptation of politicians to the demands of television. My favorite is the apocryphal one about a desperate Mitterrand who polished his canine teeth after his loss against Giscard d’Estaing in 1974. There are also many stories about the renunciation of politicians who feel uneasy and perform wooden in television studios. Think of all successors to Thatcher in the Tory Party before Cameron (Hague, Duncan-Smith, Howard).
 Relatively new stories are told about the sinister power of media consultants: Dick Morriss, Alastair Campbell, and Karl Rove.

The American president Reagan (1980-1988; Republican) is often studied as the quintessential political actor and pioneer of audience democracy. Reagan saw both acting and leading the nation as display of moral truths, not of intellectual truths. He learned that success at the box office or the ballot box is more important than nasty reviews of journalists. He believed that acting and governing involve representation of deep convictions, noble ideals and popular heroes. It should be kept in mind that Reagan was also an accomplished team worker and negotiator since his period as leader of a trade union of actors.

A recent count of celebrities in American politics since 1945 entails a parade, although leaving out general Eisenhower, the ‘television dynasty’ of the Kennedy and Bush families, and failing candidates like general MacArthur, millionaire Perot and movie star Beatty: Bradley, Culp, Glenn, Jones, Kuehl, McMillan, Waite (all Democrats); Eastwood, Ventura (both Independents); and Autry, Barnum, Bono, Bunning, Coors, Grandy, Kemp, Largent, Murphy, Osborne, Ryun, Schwarzenegger, Temple, Thompson, Watts (all Republicans). Today, it is the state Hawaii rather than the state California of governor Schwarzenegger that is leading the pack: during the 2002 elections six television reporters entered politics. Other famous cases in the West are Italy (porn star Cicciolina, media magnate Berlusconi, film maker Zeffirelli as senator in Berlusconi’s movement, film maker Moretti as leader of the girotondi, the social movement against Berlusconi’s alleged abuse of state power), the United Kingdom (the war correspondent Bell, the talkshow host Kilroy-Silk) and, to a lesser extent, Denmark (the case of Hertsgaard) and the Netherlands (Fortuyn as the leading speaker in the national circuit of public lecturing).

However, some famous cases of a different pattern of selection in representative democracy to date are non-Western. They are India, the Philippines, and Thailand. Indian politicians with a background in the popular celebrity cult are Amitabh Bachchan, Raj Babbae, Jayalithaa, Vinod Khanna, Tamil Nadu, Andra Pradesh, NT Ramarao, MG Ramachandian, Shatraghan Sinha, and Siddahrth Srivastava. I did not check the connection with turbulence in contemporary Indian politics (1984-2004), that is, the fall of the Indian National Congress, the rise of the Bharatiya Janata Party, and the outbursts of nationalism, Hindu radicalism, populism and extremism.
 

Joseph Estrada, the left-wing populist president of the Philippines who was effectively impeached because of corruption, was a former movie star (1998-2001). The late Fernando Poe Junior, who almost won presidential elections in May 2004, was the shining star of soap opera in the Philippines. One of its current vice-presidents is a former anchorman (Noli ‘Kabayan’ de Castro). According to local correspondents, the step from the studio to the House of Representatives and the Senate is by now a normal career move in Philippines politics.

Thailand has been experiencing the rise (2001) and possible fall (2006) of Thaksin Shinawatra, a billionaire former telecommunications tycoon and one-time police officer.  

Hypothesis P3 on the television base of current democratic leadership (either natural talent or talent to hire excellent television experts) is confirmed by the national and global visibility and name of leaders, especially those with long times of session. Although political biography forms an ambiguous source for scientists, I rely on it to make the point about politicians as natural actors. The other point, about party teams of communication experts, is widely made in the international literature on campaign parties (including blown up autobiographical stuff of such experts themselves).

One of Blair’s biographers starts with the following observation about his time at Fettes College, a prestigious public school in Schotland: ‘Though he could scarcely have known it at the time, Tony Blair took something else from this stifling world behind high walls. As he began to prosper in politics it was soon obvious that he was a remarkable actor. He stood out as a natural communicator, a young man with an instinctive ability to empathize with audiences, to strike just the right pose and cadence at just the right moment. Blair gave no hint at Fettes of the political career to come, for the ambition had yet to form. “No, you could not tell that he was going to be prime minister, nor even a politician. There was no sense of divine purpose about him,” one of his oldest and closest friends told me. But equally, it was obvious from an early age that Blair was entranced by the footlights. “You have to remember that he’s an actor, no, a performer, he’s exuberant…. He still gets nervous beforehand but he loves it,”, this friend added, commenting on Blair’s prime ministerial performances.’
. The biographer goes on to tell a tale about school drama, facades, Blair’s care with words, phrases, and presentation (suits, shirts, ties, shoes), all crowned by a solid juridical training.

In The Natural, journalist Joe Klein spells out similar observations and conclusion with respect to Clinton, the American president from 1992 till 2000. Here is my anthology:  ‘Indeed, Bill Clinton often seemed the apotheosis of his generation’s alleged sins: the moral relativism, the tendency to pay more attention to marketing than to substance, the solipsistic callowness’. ‘In fact, Bill Clinton was strangely malleable, a creature of his audience, besotted with his ability to charm, constantly trying to please’. ‘It seems likely, in retrospect, that Bill Clinton was a compendium of all that his accusers found most embarrassing, troubling, and loathsome about themselves, especially those who came of age, as he did, in the deep narcotic prosperity that enveloped the nation after World War II (about negative identification with Clinton as actor in scandals like the Lewinsky affair, JdB)’ ‘Too much was known about him, and Clinton did n’t seem to mind that at all – indeed, he played to it. (…) He knew that the President now lived in the kitchens and family rooms of the nation as surely as he lived in the White House. He made the town meeting into a campaign vehicle as inevitable as the televised debate (indeed, he combined town meeting and presidential debate and made that a quadrennial ritual as well). He was interactive. (…) It is entirely possible that the Clinton era will be remembered by historians primarily as the moment when the distance between the President and the public evaporated forever.’

Hypothesis P4 about the political leader as director and image builder is well founded as far as electoral campaigning is concerned. There is a massive literature on the ongoing process of professionalization and modernization of electoral campaigning plus the self-reinforcing dimension of growing campaigning costs and special campaigns for donations of money.
 Furthermore, there is a new literature on the image building by rival politicians (party conferences as television shows, slogans, films of the leader and her or his biography, and so on). We know much less about the practice of strong party leaders who turn their parliamentary group, their government team or their departmental top into a campaign machine between any pair of elections. In the Netherlands, roughly 5,000 communication advisors work for the government (20 per cent of them work for the central government in The Hague). About 300 communication advisors work for the central city of Amsterdam (200 of them work as public relations officers).
 (Prenger and Van Vree 2004, 39). The problem with these figures is that we do not know how many of these advisors are involved in pure partisan politics. Nor can we tell the difference between defensive campaigning (against the perceived threat of unfair and excessively political journalism) and offensive campaigning (in order to create a lead and a privileged position in the party system). As in other cases, the belief in this specific hypothesis about politicians in audience democracy is based on soft evidence. A nice example of such evidence is a newspaper story about Blair’s reorganization of Downing Street 10 after his reelection in July 2001: a Delivery Unit (keeping electoral promises), an Office of Public Services Reform (registering progress in public services) and a Forward Strategy Unit (Financial Times, July 9 2001).

Hypothesis P5 about the news management of political parties is in many ways not only a logical implication of the theory of audience democracy but also the recurrent result of a great number of empirical studies about the response of parties to the loss of meaning of party media and their loss of grip on neutral media and friendly media. The real issue here is not the reality of party efforts here, but their lasting impact on journalists and users of popular media.

Hypothesis P6, concerning informational dependency on the media of politicians, parties, parliaments and partisan governments alike, is examined by specialists in parliamentary studies and political communication sciences. One of the results concerns the relative information deficit of members of parliament/the legislative branch versus members of government/the executive branch. According to one Dutch scholar, roughly two third of the agenda of the Dutch lower house (Tweede Kamer) is determined by news coverage. He points at the role of weekly open question hours, urgent debates or special sessions, public meetings of special committees (with or without the minister in charge), and official inquiries into the failure of large government projects or major corruption affairs. In all these settings, even enterprising and originating politicians are triggered by certain items and messages in the news.
 Furthermore, it is a stylized fact that the investigative potential of traditional mass parties is all but exhausted. Today, vested parties rely on the input of active members of the academic community, independent public agencies for policy research, and think-tanks with low budgets for basic and primary research. The informational dependency of politicians is also indicated indirectly by two recent complaints. Politicians complain that they cannot pursue their trade anymore because of fast journalism and its double consequence: incidents and hypes per month, week or hour (rather than the irregular ‘events’ in the famous saying of Harold Macmillan, a British prime minister in the 1960s). Citizens and the spokespersons of citizens complain that politicians do not have common knowledge anymore about the way people live and are affected by public policies. Both complaints suggest that the idea of a well-informed and resourceful politician, both at a critical distance of journalists and in touch with hers or his constituency, has become obsolete.
 

5 Journalists as Reviewers

Manin’s original formulation of the model of audience democracy does not contain a ‘block’ on journalists and media, that is, a specific set of hypotheses on a par with his sets of hypotheses about politicians and parties as well as voters and social groups of citizens. I will now try to build this block by bringing in the literature on medium logic. This literature reflects upon the contemporary transformation of media technology; media capitalism; professional journalism (schooling, organization, morality, social standing); the role of the state in the provision of education, news, and leisure; popular culture; and general developments within this subsystem of society, such as the rise of universal literacy. Its main claim is that democratic societies have moved from a party logic of communication – in which the party system dominates the media system, to a medium logic of communication in which the media system is dominant, via a brief parenthesis in the long 1960s in which a public of active citizens dominated both the party system and the media system (public logic).
 I will formulate my understanding of medium logic as a set of testable hypotheses in Manin’s conceptual framework.

     Hypothesis J0 (Journalists Zero): Journalists and other actors in the media system (owners, editors, managers) tend to see and present themselves as autonomous and central – they must do so because of system constraints and incentives - rather than as subordinate to politicians and other powerful or authoritative actors in liberal and market-based democracies. In short: journalism is emancipated, accepted and entrenched in mainstream culture.

      Hypothesis J1: Journalists and other actors in the media system tend to see and present themselves as watchdogs on behalf of (sovereign) citizens and consumers, countervailing power against state tyranny, and stabilizing force in the public interest. Journalists believe that, without media criticism, democracy becomes dysfunctional, while the difference between political practice and the ideal of democracy will widen at the point of basic illegitimacy; and this belief is part and parcel of the current ideology (conventional wisdom) of democratic society. In short: there is a political dimension to both commercial and non-profit journalism.

     Hypothesis J2: Commercially successful or explicitly politically committed journalists and other actors in the media system tend to see and present themselves as representatives of the people (i) who compete with members of parliament and non-elected members of civil organizations with a claim to popular representation (interest groups, social movements, nongovernmental associations, policy advocacy networks) as to the attention and trust of the public; (ii) who complete traditional representatives and replace them, and (iii) who are in some cases superior in the art and business of representing latent demand and support of ordinary citizens, particularly the worse off citizens. In short: journalism is an integral part of a general shift of the politics of representation and participation from the public state sphere to the public sphere of civil society.

     Hypothesis J3: Journalists and other actors in the media system are primarily engaged in interpreting journalism rather than in reporting (fact accounting) and investigative (fact finding) journalism. They apply general frames, more or less deliberately and strategically, in order to make sense of politics and clarify it for an audience of watchers, readers, or listeners. In short: without the focus of interpreting journalism media cannot survive media competition, while politics tends to become complex and obscure (and eventually dysfunctional) and citizens tend to become ignorant and weak.

      Hypothesis J4: Dominant frames of politics in dominant journalism are strongly biased towards negativism. They stress struggle rather than compromise, division rather than unity, persons rather than issues (or causes), power rather than ideal (or principle), politics rather than policy, meta-politics (matters of partisan strategy and tactics) rather than core politics (substantive public decisions), moral points of view rather than constitutional points of view, sentiment rather than argument, the entertaining side rather than the serious (or difficult) one, soft news rather than hard news, simplicity rather than complexity, the short run rather than the long run, drama rather than routine, popular perspectives rather than élitist perspectives, and, last but not least, the negative performance (costs, defeats, failures, dangers, crises) rather than the positive one (benefits, triumphs, success-stories, opportunities, solutions). In short: dominant media frames are negative and conducive to disintegration of democratic politics ceteris paribus.

      Hypothesis J5: Journalists and other actors in the media system try to influence (weak J5) or determine (strong J5) the selection of politicians (who decides?). In particular, successful and politically committed journalism (see J2) tries to make or break the pattern of losers and winners in democratic politics.

       Hypothesis J6: Journalists and other actors in the media system try to influence (weak J6) or determine (strong J6) the selection of issues (decision on what?). Again successful and politically committed journalism tries to penetrate into the political process of debate and agenda setting, and to control its outcome.

       I take it that all these hypotheses are in the spirit of Manin’s idea of transformation and are also compatible with his model. However, hypothesis J4 is problematic.

        Firstly, it is a specific theory, namely the theory of media malaise, while Manin’s framework is general. One of the first formulations of media malaise is Crozier, Huntington and Watanuki (1975), a contemplation on government overload.
 Secondly, the theory is incomplete since it does not tell us why dominant journalism and its dominant frames must be conducive to a new display of rule of the crowd (ochlocracy), marked by populist politicians, negativist journalists, and chauvinist voters. Given the plurality, variety and volatility of media, media producers, publics, and political parties and other modes of public political action (left and right, secular and religious, and so on), it is unlikely that free competition in journalism creates an equilibrium marked by diffusion of negativist messages. Furthermore, the media malaise approach neglects a pair of phenomena that reduces negativism, namely, the informational dependency of journalists on powerful politicians and the regular career moves of individual journalists from media to politics (the payrolls of parties and ministries).
 The only way to save this unlikely theory is to inject it with some contingent argument about the negativism of spoiled middle classes and younger generations;  of estranged workers and families in global capitalism; or of insecure old elites and wild new elites during the populist moment of politics.

     Finally, Manin’s model rightly suggests the perspective of an open interplay between politicians and journalists in front of an enlightened audience. Such interplay may very well have neutral outcomes in an ongoing race between forces of democratic integration and democratic disintegration, or even favorable outcomes (enriching government and citizenship). So J4 should be reformulated:

      Hypothesis J4*: The market shares of media and the frames of journalists are highly contested, while negativism has become a selling option for both media owners and managers of editorial offices. 

Hypotheses J0, J1 and J2 about, respectively, self-confidence of the profession of journalists (absence of status fear); its self-image and accepted role in democratic politics in a broad sense; and its new will and propensity to act as quasi-elected/quasi-appointed representatives of the people (as part of a general spatial shift of politics) are all globally corroborated by empirical research. This research does seem to conclude that the reviewer role of professional journalism is here to stay in mature democracies.

However, hypothesis J2 is most controversial. Is it desirable, possible and feasible that the reviewer becomes a political actor on a separate theatrical stage of her or his own? On the one hand, media owners, editors and journalists often deny that their pursuit of transparency boils down to a planned invasion of the reserved domain of members of parliament, party chairmen, ministers, and other authorities based on formal procedures of democratic control. On the other hand, most evidence about the politics of journalism is anecdotal and ambiguous in drawing the line between politicized journalism and interpretive journalism.

Jeremy Paxman, anchorman of the BBC television programme Newsnight and nicknamed the ‘living razor’, is the quintessential journalist as reviewer (initiated, well-informed, lively, focusing on weak arguments of each party). During the recent British campaign in the spring of 2005 I saw with my own eyes how often Paxman shortens the speaking time of politicians and lengthens the speaking time of political analysts. Again on a personal note, I can give numerous examples of journalists on Dutch public and commercial television doing a hard interview with new, untested politicians and old politicians in trouble before these politicians were held accountable in parliamentary sessions and party conferences or after brief exposure of such meetings (flashes, soundbites).
Political and communication scientists counter the objections of overstatement and impressionism by precision. They count the television minutes of visibility of journalists (absolute and relative to the visibility of politicians), the speaking-time share of journalists chairing debates between political candidates, the share of discussions among journalists (compared to discussions with politicians or citizens), the hours of talk radio and other angry media, the share of explicitly political and partisan output of journalists (including the virtual 100 per cent share of Fox News), and the party contributions of media owners (membership, money, consultation).

Hypothesis J3 about the growth of interpreting journalism beyond the traditional editorial is widely documented. One reliable method is the distinction between substantive news about party campaigns and non-substantive news, in particular hoopla (atmosphere, street interviews) and horse race (polls, journalist views). Another reliable method is the distinction between issue frames and meta-political frames (strategy, personal conflict, human interest) in campaign journalism.
 Generally, that is, since the final quarter of the twentieth century, in many Western countries, and with respect to the entire political process (so not only elections), most scholars seem to find an explosive growth of interpreting journalism and a relative reduction – rather than complete abolition – of reporting and investigative journalism. However, there are substantive international differences. For example, interpreting journalism is much more important in Germany than in the United States.

Hypothesis J4* is more plausible than hypothesis J4 about general media negativism concerning representative democracy. Economic competition and professional rivalry in the sector of political news and communication in a wide sense (including entertainment) have both increased rapidly. Framing of the behaviour of politicians has itself become a topic of controversy on op-ed pages, in reactions of the public (like letters to the editor), in comedy and satire, in self-reflective radio and television programmes (one such programme in the Netherlands is called The Rule of Lie (De Leugen Regeert), in open debates between prominent journalists, and in classes of schools for journalism. The very concept of framing has become an integral part of daily discourse, a shared success of psychology, social movements research, and communication studies. Furthermore, negative framing – rather than positive or value neutral framing – is certainly frequent in a multimedia setting (quality press next to tabloid; numerous channels; non-stop news, new media, and so on). It is hard to escape from further analysis of such framing in scientific approaches of learning behaviour of politicians and voters alike.


Hypothesis J5 about the primacy of journalism in selection of politicians seems part of the common knowledge of a new generation of politicians. In the British Blunkett scandal, a claim circulated that vulnerable politicians (those with a publicly known personal problem and a similar backfiring record of covering it up, who are also the target of the opposition as well as a liability of their own party) cannot survive bloodhound journalism for much longer than a fortnight.
 We need, of course, a broad database to test such practical wisdom and to answer some obvious questions. Is journalism the prime mover, or less strongly, the crucial device in the fall of failing politicians? Is it the prime mover or crucial device in the rise of successful politicians? And, assuming that the selective powers of journalism are demonstrated, does journalism avoid the mistake of the first order/false negative (promoting the fall of politicians who bring public welfare) and the mistake of the second order/false positive (promoting the rise of politicians who do public harm)?        

Hypothesis J6 about the primacy of journalism in the selection of the agenda of politicians involves a similar research agenda about the position of media in the so-called political opportunity structure of a polity. Do journalists and other actors in the media system determine agenda setting, the course of political debate, and the final result of such debate? Or, less strongly, do they contribute to the blocking of some issues and the unlocking of other ones (such as public policy against famines, the justly famous case of Sen)?

I did not collect interesting research results with respect to the party political domain (persons) and scope (issues) of media selection. However, a recent collection of essays on two turbulent elections in the Netherlands in 2002 and 2003 sheds some light on it. The authors identified some great examples of media selection of candidates (Melkert, Zalm), but they are not conclusive here. As to media selection of issues, they draw a negative conclusion (a – sign). Their general conclusion is that the Netherlands is moving towards audience democracy, since media identify with the public (+), treat the public as consumer (+/​​ –), are dominant and entertaining (+/​​ –), and are interpreting and less substantive (+).
 

6 Voters as Spectators

Manin’s theory about the role of voters in audience democracy is quite elaborate and fundamental. Voters are rational choosers. They focus on the personality of politicians in order to reduce personal costs of information. They draw distinctions between candidates in terms of quality by means of salient criteria of assessment. They assess the policy record of several candidates. They do not have specific preferences prior to political action and interaction, but rather respond to different images of campaigning politicians, their debates, and their stakes.
 But Manin does not develop a special argument about the mixed (active and passive) mode of election, which is so typical for audience democracy, that is, the spectator role of voters. I will try to use this metaphor explicitly by stating a number of hypotheses.


      Hypothesis V0 (Voters Zero): Voters are neither anonymous, will-less members of a mass susceptible to demagogues/extremists and general irrationality, nor conformist, obedient members of social collectives. They see and present themselves as autonomous and central – and they must do so because of system constraints and incentives – rather than as subordinate to politicians, journalists and other groups within the establishment and the supply of politics in a wide sense. In short: voters are individualists.

      Hypothesis V1: Voters are capable and willing to behave intentionally and according to minimal rules of rational choice (optimization of means, beliefs and information). The modal spectator is schooled, conscious of quality, and curious. She or he makes the most of scarce energy and time for political activities. Rights, channels of access and veto points are used selectively. Total participation ‘in body and mind’ may still surface. Yet it is marked by fluctuating intensity, dependent on the issue, the prospect of success in the foreseeable future, and a modicum of recognition by others. In short: voters act as if they are critical visitors of the political theatre (critical citizens).

      Hypothesis V2: Voters are monitoring citizens. They are interested in politics and public policy. They have access to what Bentham, author of Constitutional Code (1830), referred to as the ‘tribunal of public opinion’: public sessions of parliament, public appearances of government (such as regular addresses of national leaders), newspapers, radio, internet, and, above all, television in the living-room. They are watchful. They keep an eye on the political scene. At a distance from politicians (and journalists), yet within a shared space dominated by television, they discuss the political spectacle; they say boo, applaud or remain silent; they form their opinion and willingness to vote or to participate otherwise; and they do all of this in waves of alertness and commitment.
 In short: voting is the partly visible part of a protracted practice of citizenship, namely, monitoring.

      
Hypothesis V3: Voters respond to the spectacle of performing and mutually interactive politicians. They love it, appreciate it, are drawn to certain political leaders (directors) and politicians (actors), and are won over by them; or they hate it, reject it and are not swayed by anything or anyone on the political stage. In short: an audience of voters is heterogeneous, divided and sensitive to changes of producer styles (fashions). 

      
Hypothesis V4: Voters respond to the continuing review of media and journalists. Such review influences the voter’s willingness to watch; level of information, attention and care; and final assessment.


      Hypothesis V5: Voters must trust politicians and journalists, in order to make representation happen. But electoral trust, though reinforced by informational dependency on politicians and journalists, is relative and conditional. Non-exit, favourable voice and loyalty (if any) of voters depend on the dedication, imagination, performance and reputation of politicians and, to a lesser extent, of journalists. In short: electoral trust is both a precondition of audience democracy and an outcome of politics within the triangle of politicians, journalists and citizens.

      
Hypothesis V6: In all circumstances politicians and journalists have to take into account that dissatisfied voters rush the political stage under special circumstances. Voters may undergo a face-lift from grumpy spectators into resolute activists; media users may boycott the vested media and go over to brand new media. In short: there is a shadow of revolt of spectators hanging over public action and interaction of politicians and journalists.

I am not an electoral expert. My intuition is that testing this third block of hypotheses with respect to audience democracy requires a new look at decades of electoral studies as well as a new angle in contemporary electoral studies. Interaction effects in this stage of democracy seem pervasive and capricious in many ways. How should we envisage the interaction between images of politicians, frames of journalists and world-pictures of ordinary citizens and television watchers? Unfortunately, the following part of my argument contains more questions than answers.

      
Hypothesis V0 on electoral individualism may be tested both negatively and positively. Negative tests show the absence of one party hegemony, party cartels, men of steel embodying the traditional conception of leadership, strong bandwagon and underdog effects of campaigns, and cleavages, like the class cleavage.
 The recurrent difficulty of scholars to identify these phenomena since about 1975 may indicate the rise of a culture of democratic individualism. However, in order to avoid the postmodernist void, additional positive tests are needed. Are voters able and willing to reveal weak opinions and a willingness to change their mind in processes of public deliberation?
 Are they able and willing to support lonely candidates who challenge the powers that be within a public opinion climate of false harmony (for example, false egalitarianism in welfare states, false pluralism in migrant societies and false Europeanism in member states of the European Union)? Can we derive the phenomenon of rising numbers of changing voters in the left, middle and right compartments of the party political space (voter volatility) from democratization of individualism among workers and the lower middle class?

      
Hypothesis V1 on the rational voter may be tested by outright falsification of a set of stereotypes. If voters do not focus on irrelevant externals (say the eye colour of the candidates), if they are not suddenly swayed by one-sided journalism (Fox News) and sentimental journalism (tear-jerking humanitarianism alias the CNN factor), if their judgment is more sensible and reasonable than the judgment of insiders in professional politics and journalism (say in the American case of impeachment of President Clinton), then the case for minimal rationality of voters in audience democracy is made.
 Again, we also need positive evidence, particularly on retrospective voting. Are voters able and willing to compare answers of competing politicians to the question of what-have-you-done-for-me-lately? There are two recent studies that confirm the idea of critical citizens.
  


     Hypothesis V2 on monitoring citizens may be the product of wishful thinking of citizenship theorists who are inclined to overrate political commitment of ordinary citizens. They still have to come to terms with the relationship between television entertainment and disengagement of watching citizens.
 We need more rigorous tests than Schudson (1998) provides. Let us assume that researchers can freely visit private places, such as the living room and the car in a traffic-jam, and public places, such as trains and halls of sport clubs. How, then, can they make a sound distinction between monitoring reception of news as well as conversation about the news and non-monitoring modes of reception and conversation? Mainstream political science will predict some stratification, say 50 per cent passive consumers of political news, 25 per cent non-users, and at most 25 per cent monitorial spectators.

      
Hypothesis V3 on citizen response to the spectacle of permanent campaiging by politicians and parties is a widely tested one. Some researchers do not find any significant influence on specific party support and diffuse support for the democratic system, while others do. Van der Eijk finds a positive effect of campaigning on the support of democracy in the so-called Fortuyn elections of 2002 in the Netherlands, the fourth most volatile European election since 1900.
 It goes without saying that we need fine-grained tests on the impact of permanency of campaigning itself (decreasing returns?), the impact on the instability and variety of the electorate as a whole, and the impact on engagement as well as beliefs, preferences and choices of individual voters and groups of voters.

       
Hypothesis V4 on citizen response to the intermediary business of political journalism in a multi-media setting (including meddlesome journalism) is also widely tested. Again, there is scholarly disagreement about the size of significant (media exposure) effects on party support, support of democracy, instability and variety of the electorate, and engagement plus specific beliefs, preferences and choices of single voters and categories of voters.


       Hypothesis V5 on trust of voters and media users in politicians and journalists is an integral part of the booming literature on trust in social and political institutions and elites.
 Is popular trust decreasing? Is there more trust left in media and journalists than in parties and politicians? Is lack of trust a normal fact of life, indeed, a sign of vitality, in audience democracies? Or is the workable minimum of trust at stake now? Why this contemporary diffusion of distrust in so many countries and so many social groups? Can politicians and journalists restore the trust minimum without a zero-sum game and without the help of third parties?


      Hypothesis V6 on the shadow of revolt of spectators is untested to date. There is a growing number of studies on the recent rise of terrorism, populism, radicalism, nationalism, protectionism, conservatism and religious identity politics in stable Western democracies during their transition from a period of fear of politics since 1989 (neoliberalism, Third Way social democracy, globalization) to a period of politics of fear since 2001.
 Yet anticipation of rigid, insecure or responsible leaders and elites in the center of party politics and mass media is strangely understudied.

7 Truth in Audience Democracy as a Mode of Government and Citizenship

Audience democracy is in many ways a system of information processing. If we want to know its impact on the mode and quality of public policy (government) and the life and commitment of public policy clients (citizenship), the issue of truth and sincerity of politicians, journalists and voters is the place to start. Audience democracy seems to strengthen the value of the personal vote: others (politicians, interest group leaders, journalists) draw public attention to your vote, while you may publicly threaten some parties to leave them and other parties to follow them.
 But there are unsettled issue. One will be discussed here, another one in the final section. 


It is often said now that politicians perform in a glass house of government. There are cameras everywhere. In the present cult of authenticity and distrust conversations, meetings, papers and unwritten considerations have to be made public as much and as soon as possible. Transparency of government is part and parcel of a new ideology of the citizen’s right to know and the value of curiosity. Politicians are supposed to avoid secrecy, exclusion, deception and lying in their use of political means (violence, coercion, regulation, taxes, subsidies, national rhetoric). Noble lies do not exist anymore. Journalists politicize, reveal, conquer the bastions of government, and comment. How do politicians react to the new public sphere as far as information processing is concerned?


I draw a distinction between relatively harmless methods of adaptation and alarming ones. The former include endless talking without substance, continuous cheerfulness in public places (as the poet Auden put it: ‘private faces in public places are much nicer and wiser than public faces in private places’), and leaking (sometimes pieces of information are assigned to certain reporters, sometimes all information is given away in one stroke, sometimes access is refused to both reporters and individual citizens). The latter entail depoliticization, creation of policy taboos, the conquest of news media, and, overselling the national threat (and its remedy).


Let me briefly clarify these methods. Depoliticization means that politicians leave the risky territory of goals, willpower and the imagination of the future in order to enter the control area of means and procedures of public policy. The politician remains on the side of truth by acting as administrator and expert, while delegating the initiative to a network of unelected holders of power in the state apparatus and organized business (virtual representatives in a Burkean sense). In many European countries, the issue of answering the Asian challenge (India, China) and its implications for systems of work and welfare is turned into a technical issue. Depoliticization becomes unsustainable when either a political issue become burning (extra salient), such as the issue of multiculturalism in Western societies since 2001, or the politician is holding up a façade behind which others are making a mess of the public sector. When long-term projects and system reforms fail, politicians are tempted to withhold incriminating information.


Putting issues under taboo implies the avoidance of issues that will tear apart existing parties, coalitions and elite relations when and because they are battled out in the spirit of publicity. In the United States there are taboos with respect to oil and cars in geopolitics and environmental policy, Israel in foreign policy, and extreme inequalities in economic policy. In France economic liberalism and recognition of groups in the model of laïcité are taboo. In the Netherlands, segregation was an old taboo, while the protection of private housing is a new one. This method of adaptation to publicity implies that the politician avoids minor mendacity by betting on postponement, small steps, amnesia, and strokes of luck. If the gamble fails, then the politician who is muddling through will preside over major mendacity, which is consequently attacked by challengers (Blocher in Switzerland, Fortuyn in the Netherlands) and new generations in a movement of revival.


Conquest of news media implies that journalists accept – indeed, blow up - a partisan political definition of success-stories and troubles. The watching, reading, listening and talking voter starts to believe in a propaganda image of political reality, and continues to ‘chat and chill’ in the private sphere. It is quite difficult for rivals of politicians who conquer news media – medium politicians – to attack them on the issue of deception of the people. Forza Italia (ownership) and the Labour Party (spin) are the most conspicuous examples of parties making an effort to conquer news media. The connection between the Republican party of Bush and Fox News is perhaps another example. The medium politician invests a major part of scarce time in media management, by excessive use of money of lobbyists and rich people, and by use of public means as well. The unintended revenue is that it is common knowledge at some point that the medium politician considers hers or his bullshit to be the goal of state power. This may undermine the prospect of re-election, as seems to have been the case in Italy (Berlusconi’s defeat by the narrowest margin).


Overselling the threat suggests that politicians who do not have sufficient support for major policy change and who block such changes by their rivals turn to misrepresentation of their claims to reform in order to persuade the public, their constituency, and certain powers that be (the civil service, local government, branches of industry, and so on.
 Perhaps the most important recent case is the preparation of the occupation of Iraq by Bush and Blair. These leaders exaggerated the costs of inaction against the butcher of Baghdad (proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, growth of al-Qaeda, continuation of tyranny and genocide), while overrating the benefits of salutary occupation (few casualties among soldiers and citizens, pluralism in Iraq, regional democratisation), lasting peace between Israel and Palestine, new credibility of the United Nations).


Supporters of the lying hypothesis derived from ruling class theory argue that Bush and Blair knew from the start that Saddam Hussein did not constitute a military threat, and that they concealed their real motives for intervention to remain credible (oil, re-election, Christianity, military-industrial complex, father complex). The theory of audience democracy claims that the behaviour of these politicians is better explained by the general problem of justification of voluntary alias moral wars in mature democracies with a professional press, a possessive public used to domestic peace and prosperity, and the replacement of colonialism by the general recognition of Western hegemony, privilege and the vulnerability of these in an era of globalization.
 Both the right and the left seem willing to exploit the politics of fear: the left refers to the fear of the greenhouse effect, the proverbial Polish plumber (European neoliberalism), among other things; while the right refers to the fear of terror and welfare state corporatism, among other things.

8 A Concluding Remark: Interactive Consensus or the Stability of Audience Democracy

Let me turn to the opening of this paper. Why is there so much instability, including feelings of malaise, in mature democracies in the course of destabilizing public policy reforms? After all, there have been earlier periods of public policy reform without instability and malaise, such as the period of reconstruction after the Second World War. My paper suggests a number of rival explanations. I will leave out the solidarization effect of war.

Firstly, the reforms now may be more radical than those in the 1940s and 1950s. Secondly, party democracy then was stable while Western politics today is in the middle of transition towards mature audience democracy (lack of habituation). Thirdly, party democracy may have been abnormal in its great dual capacity to prevent popular alienation and non-commitment of social elites (both parliamentary democracy and audience democracy engender higher levels of instability). Fourthly, the interplay between politicians, voters and journalists does not produce stable equilibria. Finally, such interplay produces sub-optimal equilibria.

In earlier work I have tried to spell out the rules of the game of mature audience democracy.
 The first principle of government is to maintain protection of widely supported social certainties or their reorganization by compensating losers.

The second principle is formation of interactive consensus, that is, overlapping agreement among powerful political agents with credible claims to representation via discussion. Such organic consensus in a horizontal setting replaces the paternalist consensus top-down in parliamentary democracy (nineteenth century) and the corporatist consensus bottom-up in party democracy (twentieth century). The rule of minority and the rule of majority are substituted by a rule of everyone and none in audience democracy.

The third principle is incremental settlement of constitutional conflicts (rather than distributive or categorical conflicts) through processes of conflict avoidance and mutual accommodation. The unique constitutional moment turns into a perpetual process of rebuilding the ship of state in the open sea.

The final principle is a sense of small crises by which predictions of coming catastrophes (alarmist scenarios) deny themselves. The era of the big, apocalyptic crisis is over; the era of recurrent public policy sector crises has taken off.

These rules of the game seem to work. They work surprisingly well in special circumstances (think of the Dutch job miracle in the 1990s). They meet the requirement of minimal democracy. They are more or less recognizable in the eyes of citizens of Europe’s consensual democracies, like the Netherlands and Switzerland. If incumbent parties play out the above-mentioned principles, they get re-relected. If they neglect them, then some mediumistic challenger will steel the show and take over power, either an old opposition party (Bush in 2000, Zapatero in 2004) or a new one (Berlusconi in 2001, Fortuyn in 2002).

There is, however, a basic problem. Interactive consensus is a conservative mechanism that eventually undermines the capacity of the state and the progress of civil society. The Achilles heel of audience democracy is not the alleged shallow politician as actor, invasive journalist as reviewer, and spoiled voter as spectator. It is their common production of institutional and cultural immobility. The fact that some countries become impotent by escaping the problem (France, Germany, Italy), while others face it by falling back on a noble lie (United Kingdom, United States, the European Union since the mid-1980s) indicates that there is no practical solution in sight in terms of audience democracy itself.
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