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Denise Vitale

Between deliberative and
participatory democracy
A contribution on Habermas

Abstract Deliberative democracy has assumed a central role in the debate
about deepening democratic practices in complex contemporary societies.
By acknowledging the citizens as the main actors in the political process,
political deliberation entails a strong ideal of participation that has not,
however, been properly clarified. The main purpose of this article is to
discuss, through Jürgen Habermas’ analysis of modernity, reason and
democracy, whether and to what extent deliberative democracy and par-
ticipatory democracy are compatible and how they can, either separately
or together, enhance democratic practices. Further exploration of this
relationship will permit a better understanding of the possibilities and limits
of institutionalizing both discourses, as well as of developing democracy in
a more substantive dimension.

Key words deliberation · democracy · discourse theory · modernity ·
participation

This article contributes to the debate about deliberative democracy by
exploring the relation between the conceptions of deliberative and
participatory democracy. Taking Jürgen Habermas’ analysis of deliber-
ative democracy as my starting point, I begin by identifying the role
democracy plays in contemporary societies and examine how democ-
racy can be implemented under the procedural and deliberative
approaches. I then discuss the idea of participatory democracy in order
to clarify the relation between the participatory and deliberative
perspectives and to highlight the main characteristics necessary for
contemporary democratic practice.

I have chosen this topic because of the importance of the debate
about these two democratic discourses at the turn of the 21st century.
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The notion of participatory democracy, discussed in the 1960s and
1970s, preceded the debate touched off by the conception of delibera-
tive democracy in the 1980s, which continues today. However, the
relation between these two concepts remains unclear. The main purpose
of this article is to clarify whether and to what extent they are compat-
ible and how they can, either separately or together, enhance contem-
porary democratic practice. 

Democracy and the problem of modernity

The question of democracy is central to Jürgen Habermas’ thought,
whose point of departure is the idea of modernity as an unfinished
project. Arguing against the thesis that modernity is over – and has been
replaced by so-called postmodernity – Habermas identifies serious limits
to the concept of reason developed in previous centuries, limits that have
blocked implementation of the Enlightenment project of emancipation.

He traces the crisis of reason to an erroneous understanding of the
concept of reason itself, which has been construed in an overly narrow
and restricted way. The foundation of modernity ruptured the ethical
unity present in a sacred world, and caused the fragmentation of the
various spheres of value that started to differentiate out from one
another based on the criteria of specific rationalities. Max Weber first
identified this process as the disenchantment of the world. For Weber,
the advancing process of rationalization meant that the cognitive,
aesthetic-expressive and moral-evaluative elements of the religious
tradition1 detached themselves, and were then free to follow their inner
logics. As a result, economy, politics, art, eroticism, science and religion
itself constituted independent spheres governed by distinctive and
incompatible principles. In this new context, the now fragmented and
differentiated spheres increasingly coexist in tension, since nothing
could embrace all of them as religion once had.2

Habermas systematizes the Weberian analysis and isolates the three
forms of occidental rationalism that emerge with modernity. The first
occurs as part of the process of cultural rationalization, when the cultural
spheres of value (science and technology; art and literature; law and
morality) differentiated out from the traditional religious-metaphysical
worldviews proper to the Graeco-Roman and Judaeo-Christian traditions.
Once it was independent, each cultural sphere of value was free to
follow its own inner operational logic. Thus, science and technology
reproduce themselves according to a cognitive-instrumental rationality,
while art and literature follow an aesthetic-expressive reason, and law
and morality obey a moral-practical orientation. Societal rationalization
follows as a second process in which each cultural sphere of value
assumes institutionalized form. The values of science and technology
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crystallize into the scientific enterprise (universities and academies),
whereas art and literature constitute the artistic enterprise (the produc-
tion and distribution of art as well as the mediation of art criticism).
Likewise, the sphere of law and morality splits in two different institu-
tionalized forms, the modern legal system and organized religion. In
addition to these cultural action systems, societal rationalization also
relies on the core action systems that structure society itself: the capi-
talist economy, the modern state and the nuclear family. The third and
final process comprehends aspects of individual personality, the behav-
ioral trends and value orientations associated with both mainstream and
counter-cultural lifestyles.3

Weber drew a doubly pessimistic conclusion from his analysis:
modernity resulted in both the loss of meaning and the loss of liberty.
Habermas disagreed with both aspects of this conclusion. In Weber’s
view, this loss of meaning was connected to the fact that, although the
process of disenchantment meant that each cultural sphere of value
followed its own and inner logic, rationalized according to its particu-
lar orientation, the lack of a unifying element resulted in increasing
tension. The incompatible spheres of value could not be reconciled or
the resulting instability overcome, and the lack of any point of conver-
gence meant that modernity reverted into meaninglessness.

Habermas, however, disagrees that loss of meaning is a necessary
consequence of occidental rationalism. Although he agrees with the
diagnosis regarding the increasing tension among the various spheres,
he identifies some instruments of mediation that link up the fragmented
spheres, and restore a modicum of the unity that was once lost and made
life and society comprehensible. In fact, one of the main problems
associated with the process of fragmentation is the gap between the
elitist concepts developed by specialists in the different cultural spheres
of value (scientists, artists, jurists) and everyday concepts. Nonetheless,
Habermas argues that instruments able to link the two worlds can
significantly reduce this gap. Art and literary criticism, the media and
the academy are some of the instruments that can secure a certain unity
in the lifeworld.4

The very existence of a lifeworld (Lebenswelt) – background con-
victions common to all subjects acting communicatively5 – in itself
contributes to a minimum content that ensures all actors share a certain
horizon of meaning, despite the enormous complexity and fragmentation
of modernity. Yet this is not all the concept implies. The idea of lifeworld
developed by Habermas is limited to a cultural conception, in which

. . . the cultural patterns of interpretation, evaluation and expression serve
as resources for the achievement of mutual understanding by participants
who want to negotiate a common definition of a situation and within that
framework, to arrive at a consensus regarding something in the world.6
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The lifeworld means that there is always a possibility of dialogue
and the potential for consensus-based solutions to the many problem-
atic situations that exist in the fragmented universe of modernity. This
communicative perspective also helps to explain how vastly complex
contemporary societies are coordinated.

Weber’s second conclusion concerned what he noticed as the loss of
liberty during the process of the disenchantment of the world. The loss
of liberty was the cumulative effect of the emancipation of the different
spheres, combined with the rationalization of society and the increas-
ing bureaucratization. When discussing the economic and social conse-
quences of bureaucracy, he identifies that although they ‘depend upon
the directions which the powers using the apparatus give to it . . . very
frequently a crypto-plutocratic distribution of power has been the
result’.7 He traces this problem to the historical alliance between
bureaucratic structures and capitalist interests, which together enhance
the range of possible compromises at the expense of freedom.8

Habermas does not deny that increasing bureaucratization and its
related problems are considerable. But this problem is part of a broader
dilemma: the fact that there is no natural equilibrium between the
various spheres once the process of fragmentation has taken place. The
institutions formed in the process of societal rationalization, the capi-
talist system and the modern state, dominate the other spheres of value,
and have put them at a disadvantage. Habermas sees the capitalist
system, on the one hand, and the modern state, on the other, as the two
subsystems of a systemic universe that are in tension with the lifeworld.
In Habermas’ theory both lifeworld and system have essential and
equal roles in contemporary societies. The problem, therefore, is not
that the systemic universe now exists and develops, but that its logic
and structure are overdeveloped at the expense of the lifeworld, which
becomes blurred. The instrumental rationality typical of the systemic
universe advances as if it were the only possible form of reason, limiting
the emancipation of the reason as a whole and undermining the project
of modernity.

This analysis leads Habermas to challenge the underlying causes of
the tensions between the spheres:

We must at least regard it . . . whether the tensions among the ever more
rationalized spheres of life go back in fact to an incompatibility of abstract
standards of value and aspects of validity, or rather, to a partial and there-
fore imbalanced rationalization – for example, to the fact that the capital-
ist economy and modern administration expand at the expense of other
domains of life that are structurally disposed to moral-practical and expres-
sive forms of rationality and squeeze them into forms of economic or
administrative rationality.9
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Although this diagnosis, which perceives the lifeworld as colonized
by the instrumental reason typical of the system, suggests a loss of
liberty, Habermas again sees a way out.10 In his view, reason can be
emancipated and liberty re-established if the lifeworld structures are
regenerated – a process that calls for the strengthening of communi-
cative rationality. Only the strengthening of communicative rationality
and communicative action can enable the lifeworld to resist systemic
colonization by governmental and market forces.

The difficulty of conceptualizing and implementing an enhanced
communicative rationality is directly related to the existence of another
dilemma, the continuing dominance of the philosophy of the subject.
Habermas identifies the need to overcome the idea of a subject-centered
rationality by introducing an intersubjective paradigm. Clearly the phil-
osophy of the subject and the concept of subjectivity introduced at the
inception of modernity caused a profound revolution in western thought
and produced the principles that still continue to structure western ideas
and lifestyles. Descartes, Kant, Hegel and Marx are central authors of
this paradigm. Their monumental contributions notwithstanding, their
philosophies could not ground an intersubjective model.

Hannah Arendt and Habermas developed a new paradigm that
could complete the emancipation of the modern rational project. In their
view, modern society must be viewed from the perspective of the
common space that exists between individuals, that is, from an inter-
subjective, rather than the individual, perspective. Action and communi-
cation are the cornerstones of this paradigm, which in the political
sphere requires the democratization of regimes. At this point of our
analysis, the relation between communicative action and democracy
seems to be quite clear. To the extent that communicative reason is
strengthened, democracy is improved. In other words, a free lifeworld
whose autonomous spheres of value (art, science, religion) can develop
naturally, in a balanced way, requires the support of democratic prac-
tices. Democracy is the only instrument that can ensure the establish-
ment of a free process of mutual understanding towards consensus. In
the last analysis, the completion of the project of modernity and the
emancipation of reason require the improvement of democracy. 

Indeed, the foregoing discussion of the loss of meaning and liberty
that follows in the wake of modernity requires a discussion of democ-
racy. First of all, if we accept Habermas’ argument concerning the
persistence of some instruments of mediation between expertise and
everyday life, such as the media, art criticism and philosophy, democ-
racy could be considered one of these instruments, perhaps the most
important one. This calls for a two-pronged approach. On the one hand,
democratic practices in those disciplines: a free and democratic press,
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freely produced, distributed and received art criticism, and a free philo-
sophical exchange. On the other, the use of democratic institutions
themselves as instruments of mediation. I am particularly concerned
with this second aspect. Therefore, to the degree that a society allows
for the effective discussion and deliberation of public issues – issues of
common concern – the channels of communication and interfaces
between individuals who act in an everyday context, and professionals
who act politically, will be improved. And as these channels are strength-
ened and public issues better understood, politics will become more
meaningful in the dimension of lifeworld.

Democracy is also decisive in the second scenario, which contem-
plates the loss of liberty that accompanies modernity. Weber’s argument
that increased bureaucratization results in a loss of liberty puts democ-
racy center stage. Only democratic controls can check bureaucratic
expansion. And following Habermas’s argument that the problem of a
loss of liberty can be traced to partial rationalization due to over-
development of system as opposed to lifeworld logic, democracy again
becomes the focal point, because it is a resource for the improvement
of communicative action as explained above.11

In short, the purpose of the above discussion was to demonstrate
that the completion of modern ideals can be achieved by replacing the
philosophy of the subject with the paradigm of intersubjectivity, which
requires expanding the concept of reason from the stunted conception
of instrumental rationality into communicative rationality. As such, in
Habermas’ theory of society, this communicative rationality appears as
a common reference for all the spheres that comprise the lifeworld,
establishing a criterion of interrelationship that creates sluices of
mediation and diminishes the tensions between the various spheres.
Communicative rationality arises, therefore, not as an incompatible
rationality in relation to the other rationalities that guide each sphere
of the lifeworld, but as the paradigmatic rationality of the lifeworld as
a whole, whose only adversary is the instrumental rationality of the
systemic universe. As the paradigmatic rationality of the lifeworld,
communicative rationality can concentrate its energies on the action
necessary to defend itself from colonization by the system.

In this context, it is essential to analyze the current role and poten-
tial of democracy. If the modern project has to alter its paradigm in
order to develop, what kind of democracy should be built? What are
the limits and possibilities of political participation and public deliber-
ation? To what extent are the ideas of participatory democracy and
deliberative democracy an alternative? My next goal is to answer these
questions.
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Conceptualizing two discourses: deliberation and
participation

Habermas’ deliberative conception of democracy

Habermas constructs the concept of democracy from a procedural
dimension that is grounded in discourse theory and political deliber-
ation. Democratic legitimacy requires that the process of political
decision-making occur in a framework of broad public discussion, in
which all participants can debate the various issues in a careful and
reasonable fashion. Decisions can be made only after this process of
discussion has taken place. In this sense, the deliberative aspect corre-
sponds to a collective process of reflection and analysis, permeated by
the discourse that precedes the decision.12 Habermas is convinced of the
decisive role played by both democracy and law in the process of over-
coming the philosophy of the subject and, consequently, in the
completion of the modern project. Discourse, law and democracy are
intimately linked. The understanding of the democratic idea concerns
the analysis of the various relations that are established between these
three elements.

According to his vision, discourse and democracy are two sides of
the same coin, mediated by the law. Once legally institutionalized, the
discourse principle is transformed into the principle of democracy. Both,
however, share a common source, since all political power has to be
extracted from the communicative power of the citizens.13 If, according
to the discourse principle, the rules that claim validity must command
the potential assent of all individuals, the principle of democracy guar-
antees the reasonable process of political opinion- and will-formation
through the institutionalization of a system of rights that assures equal
participation to each individual in a process of legislation.14 The crucial
importance of law lies in its potential to institutionalize procedures that
guarantee the formative principles of discourse theory. The result, there-
fore, is a procedural theory that measures the legitimacy of juridical
norms in terms of the rationality of the democratic process of political
legislation.15 The legitimacy of the results is grounded in the correct use
of the procedure, which is discursive and deliberative and, therefore,
democratic.16

When it mediates the relation between discourse and democracy,
law takes on an essential role in linking the lifeworld, which is governed
by communicative action, and the system, comprised of the subsystems
of the economy and public administration, which are governed by
instrumental reason. In this sense, it is also through law, and through a
normative perspective, that, as poses Habermas:
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The socially integrating force of solidarity, which can no longer be drawn
solely from sources of communicative action, must develop through widely
diversified and more or less autonomous public spheres, as well as through
procedures of democratic opinion- and will-formation institutionalized
within a constitutional framework. In addition it should be able to hold its
own against the two other mechanisms of social integration, money and
administrative power.17

Habermas’ concept of deliberative democracy can be clarified in
terms of the distinction he draws between the republican and liberal
visions of citizenship. He sees deliberative politics as theoretically
situated in an intermediate position between these two perspectives, and
constructed with elements of both. Like the republican vision, the
procedural alternative based on discourse theory understands democ-
racy as an essentially communicative process, giving pride of place to
the process of political opinion- and will-formation. The democratic
paradigm replaces the competition between interests typical of the
market paradigm with dialogue. Since debate about laws and policies
concerns questions of the common good and the justice of political
society, the deliberative perspective stands in direct contrast to the elitist
and pluralist conceptions, which are based on competition between
group interests.18 Moreover, it retains the instrumental component,
given the need to reach political compromises, which represents the
pragmatic dimension of politics, although this dimension is also subject
to procedures justified by criteria of justice.19 The reduction of exces-
sive ethical charge and the careful introduction of procedures govern-
ing compromise between interests renders the democratic conception
less idealistic than the republican view and less utilitarian than the
liberal perspective.

The establishment of an ideal procedure for deliberation and
decision-making processes, which is drawn from the interaction of these
two perspectives, depends on the adequate institutionalization of corre-
sponding communicative forms. In this sense, ‘the success of delibera-
tive politics depends not on a collectively acting citizenry but on the
institutionalization of the corresponding procedures and conditions of
communication, as well as on the interplay of institutionalized deliber-
ative processes with informally developed public opinions’.20 When
these two elements are synthesized, the processes and communicative
presuppositions of deliberative politics become the focal point of the
discursive alternative, legislated within a constitutional framework. As
such, the processes and conditions for the process of democratic
opinion- and will-formation are institutionalized through the medium
of law, crystallizing in a group of fundamental rights in the institution-
alized deliberations of the parliaments and in the informal flow of
communication from the public sphere.
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From this perspective, which is grounded in the intersubjective
nature of the processes oriented to understanding, the philosophy of the
consciousness can be overcome and the modern project completed.21

Only an intersubjective solution that can break the paradigm of the phil-
osophy of the subject is consistent with Habermas’ theory. In contrast
to the republican view, which understands citizenship as a collective,
totalizing institution, and the liberal perspective, which marginalizes
communication as a source of political power in that it sees individual
actors as dependent on system processes, the procedural alternative,
whose point of departure is a complex non-centered society, conceives
popular sovereignty as anonymous, diluted by the informal communi-
cative flow of civil society, but guaranteed by its institutionalized
communicative presuppositions.22

We can also understand the synthesis represented by the discourse
alternative in terms of the idea of a democratic government under law,
whose source is the core relationship between what Habermas considers
the twin pillars that sustain and legitimize modern law: popular sover-
eignty and human rights.23 The reconciliation between human rights
and popular sovereignty can be represented in terms of an internal nexus
between law and political power, elements that mutually presuppose one
another, in a continuous feedback loop. For just as law cannot be legit-
imate unless all the members of a legal community could rationally
assent to it, which is the function of democratic practice, legitimate
political power depends on the legitimately established law that
organizes it.24 Similarly, human rights and popular sovereignty also
mutually presuppose one another. If on the one hand human rights,
especially the rights of communication and participation, institutional-
ize the communicative conditions for rational will-formation, permit-
ting the exercise of popular sovereignty, on the other hand they cannot
be imposed as something external to this exercise, but must be discussed
and defined through the discursive process of collective will-formation,
that is, democratic process.25

As such, in the discursive conception, the double foundation of
modern law breaks with liberal and republican perception that there is
a tension between human rights and popular sovereignty. Human rights
and popular sovereignty, as well as private and public autonomy, are
co-originary, complementary, interdependent and equally crucial for a
procedural conception of democracy.26 Interlaced through the discur-
sive procedure,

. . . the sought-for internal connection between popular sovereignty and
human rights lies in the normative content of the very mode of exercising
political autonomy, a mode that is not secured simply through the gram-
matical form of general laws but only through the communicative form of
discursive processes of opinion- and will-formation.27
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And this mode can only be established if ‘the system of rights states
precisely the conditions under which the forms of communication necess-
ary for the genesis of legitimate law can be legally institutionalized’.28

Habermas’ mediating conception has been criticized from both
sides, however. I will focus on the criticism that his conception of human
rights is too limited, and too close to the liberal view because it priori-
tizes civil and political rights over social and economic rights. In
Habermas’ account, the rights of participation and communication –
included in the civil and political rights of T. H. Marshall’s famous
taxonomy – play key roles in the building of democracy, and have, on
a theoretical level, priority over other rights, such as the economic and
social ones. Although the clash between popular sovereignty and human
rights has been presented as a dispute between two opposing visions,
the republican and the liberal, the conception of human rights is broader
and more complex than it appears in the liberal interpretation.

Concern about human rights calls for a global perspective that
comprehends not only civil and political rights, particularly rights of
participation and communication, but also social, economic, cultural,
environmental and development rights, among others. These rights are
indivisible and complementary; since they are equally important, they
must be implemented simultaneously. When Amartya Sen relates
development and freedom, he argues for this global understanding,
claiming that the substantive liberties refer to a spectrum of basic
capabilities. These substantive human rights include the right to be free
from starvation, undernourishment and premature mortality, as well as
the right to be literate and enjoy political participation and uncensored
speech. The different types of liberty are interconnected and the develop-
ment of one type is directly linked to the development of the other.29

Nonetheless, when Habermas refers to the need to guarantee human
rights, he stresses primarily civil and political rights. Although he
certainly recognizes the need to implement social and economic rights,
as well as cultural and environmental rights, he does it only to the extent
that they are essential to the enjoyment of the rights of communication
and participation, and they do not constitute a central aspect of his
theory.30 Moreover, while civil and political rights are always justified,
regardless of context, social and economic rights are conditionally justi-
fied: they are a priori defensible only if they jeopardize the rationality
and autonomy of the citizens.31 A second problem in his democratic
conception, related to the first criticism, is the lack of a deeper discussion
about how to institutionalize the discourse ethic. I will return to these
questions in the final part of the article.

Having established the main features of the concept of deliberative
democracy, I shall now analyze how and to what extent this concept is
related to the model of participatory democracy. Since both share a
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common Marxist ancestry, there is a significant affinity between the
participatory proposal and the deliberative alternative. Furthermore,
Habermas’ theory of legitimation crisis influenced the New Left, which
fostered the idea of participatory democracy.32 In what follows I will
try to demonstrate that despite the differences between the two perspec-
tives, they share considerable common ground, which is essential to the
improvement of the democratic process. 

First, however, it is worth noting that the concept of deliberative
democracy constructed by Habermas forms part of a complex and wider
theory, discourse theory and the theory of communicative action, which
presuppose the highly differentiated condition of modernity. The same
cannot be said of the notion of participatory democracy, which was not
conceived in the context of a broader theory, and appears considerably
limited in that it does not presuppose the levels of differentiation that
constitute the modern universe.33 The term ‘participatory democracy’
has been used to designate rather different processes and contexts, and
has often been criticized for inaccuracy or excessive vagueness.34

Nonetheless, despite these obvious theoretical differences, I shall
attempt to establish the positive basis of their relationship by recon-
structing the core elements of the model of participatory democracy.

The idea of participatory democracy

The roots of the model of participatory democracy can be found in the
political debates of the late 1960s and 1970s, exemplified by the works
of Carole Pateman (1970) and C. B. Macpherson (1977).35 Although
my proposed definition includes elements drawn from other contexts
where the idea was also developed, it was refined as a model during the
debates of that period, when the concept of a more participatory democ-
racy was presented as counter-argument to the democratic-elitist thesis
(Schumpeter, 1942), and neo-liberal ideas (Nozick, 1974 and Hayek,
1960, 1976, 1982).36

In contrast to the elitist and neo-liberal conceptions, which consign
the participation of all citizens in public life to a peripheral and
restricted role, the conception of participatory democracy, as the term
suggests, considers participation to be the central aspect of political
practice. If the elitists perceive political activity from the standpoint of
the market logic, as a competition among elites whose aim is to select
the most competent candidate, the neo-liberal project reduces the role
of politics to mere protection, through a legal system maintained by a
minimal state, of the free-market interests and the individual liberties
that justify its existence. In both visions, the political sphere is ruled by
strategic rationality proper to the market, and cannot establish legiti-
macy from a democratic normative principle.37
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Participatory democracy represented a counter-proposal to this
restricted notion of citizenship and democracy. It is justified on three
grounds. The first is the normative argument that democracy will
improve as citizenship is reconstructed and political practice enlarged
beyond the representative system.38 The second is that increased partici-
pation is directly related to the reduction of social and economic
inequalities. In other words, increased participation is connected to the
achievement of a more substantive, rather than a formal, democracy.39

The third is that political participation has an educative function, in that
it develops the social and political capacities of each individual.40

Although distinct, the three justifications are complementary and
converge to a common point that strengthens both public space and the
process of collective decision-making.

At stake is the expansion of spheres of political practice in order to
democratize decision-making processes. The objective is to transform
the model of thin democracy (in Barber’s expression) whose practice is
restricted to representatives, who are always experts or professional
politicians, into a strong democracy, to be exercised and enjoyed by
active citizens who can participate in arenas other than the voting
booth.41 In this perspective, the idea of participatory democracy does
not constitute an end in itself, but is instrumental – participation is one
way to diminish social inequalities and achieve a de facto, rather than
a simply formal, democracy.42 Far from being an end in itself, politics,
and political participation in general, is a necessary activity if goals are
to be met and concrete problems solved. Even the pedagogic justifi-
cation, which sees democratic practice as a way of fostering political
consciousness and the developing participants’ individual, social and
political capacities, is not an end in itself. The formation of active,
conscious citizens is essential to the consolidation of the participatory
model, the strengthening of public life and the improvement of decision-
making processes.43

From the pragmatic and organizational point of view, participatory
democracy emphasizes the need to construct forms of direct democracy
that can function alongside the representative system. The idea is not to
substitute the indirect system with a direct one, but to create new spheres
of discussion and political deliberation that eliminate or at least reduce
the serious problems of legitimacy raised by representative institutions,
such as the distance between representatives and represented and the lack
of transparency, publicity and accountability at higher levels.44

Macpherson proposes two different ways of implementing partici-
patory democracy. The first is utopian, based on a pyramid system
comprising direct democracy at the base and a delegated democracy at
each higher level. The second scenario, which is more realistic, combines
the pyramid structure with a party system.45 In both models, however,
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some measure of direct democracy, which in a national governmental
structure is possible only through a pyramid system, is essential.46 Thus,
while the more realistic proposal is more plausible and desirable, the
key feature of the participatory dimension is the pyramid structure
comprising direct and delegated democratic forms whose source is delib-
erative, rather than merely consultative, power. The directness of partici-
pation and deliberation has the potential not only to change people’s
political consciousness, but to disrupt social and economic inequalities.
It must be carefully combined with representative institutions, elected
representatives must be made more accountable to the represented and
the internal structures of the parties must be democratized to make them
more inclusive.47

Beyond direct deliberation, the idea of participation also demands
dialogue and communication because participation, in contrast to
politics reduced to mere voting, constitutes ‘a dynamic act of imagin-
ation, that requires participants to change how they see the world’,
which is possible only through the exchange of arguments and experi-
ences.48 Here, the ideal of participation is not a Rousseauian one, with
each citizen individually forming his or her own political will and
expressing it without discussing it with other members of the political
community.49 From the Habermasian standpoint, it requires an inter-
subjective dimension, which is exercised through public deliberation.

Indeed, Macpherson’s proposal for the implementation of partici-
patory democracy depends on a communicative process. His pyramid
structure is based on deliberation exercised in its purest form, that is,
all the members of a community equitably discussing and deciding the
most ordinary, everyday issues, electing the delegates of the other levels,
who in turn, will have to debate and decide the issues at stake. Macpher-
son’s rejection of proposals for direct electronic democracy raises the
issue of democratic formulation of the questions and the fact that many
subjects cannot be treated in yes or no terms. Their complexity means
that the model of direct democracy requires more interaction, since the
decision-making process is a collective one, which results from wide-
ranging prior discussion.50

Pateman’s argument also confirms the claim that participation is an
intersubjective relation. For if, in her account, ‘the theory of participa-
tory democracy is built around the central assertion that individuals and
their institutions cannot be considered in isolation from one another’,51

there must be interaction and dialogue among individuals as well as
among institutions. The educational function, which constitutes
processes of political learning, depends on public debate preceding the
decision-making moment.

The foregoing contributions understand participatory democracy as
an ongoing political process whose main goal is to improve and broaden
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democratic practice, a goal that can be attained only if all members of
a political community are effectively included in the decision-making
process. Inclusion means that every citizen can actually exercise the right
to speak and vote, and this means, on the one hand, that the political
process has to change, and, on the other, that social and economic
inequalities must be reduced. Inclusion also implies democratizing social
structures such as workplaces and universities, expanding the spaces
where democracy can be thought through and practised.

Since democracy is exercise, practice and process, its success
depends on how it is exercised and practised and whether its goals can
be achieved. To sum up, according to the participatory model, demo-
cratic practice is directly and indirectly exercised through broad-based
discussion and dialogue that results in decisive rather than merely
consultative solutions. The logic of decision-making is the specific logic
of the political sphere – not of the market sphere. It is guided by collec-
tive political will-formation – not by competition and aggregation of
interests. It consists in an integrated democratic system, which combines
spaces of direct participation and deliberation with mechanisms of
representative democracy (the system of political parties, the parliament
and the executive power), construing them not as opposing systems, but
as compatible and complementary ones. Yet their harmonic coexistence
also depends on reforming the traditional mechanisms of political repre-
sentation, making the elected representatives more accountable to the
represented and the internal structures of the political parties more
participatory and democratic. Finally, such an integrated system should
also be extended to other structures of power, like the workplace and
grass-roots associations.

There is no one, or right, way to combine the two systems. The
pyramid model Macpherson suggests can be applied in a variety of
different contexts, a good example of which is the Brazilian participa-
tory experiences of formulating budgets at the local level.52 Thus, the
relative freedom that the proposal permits concerning the possibilities
of implementing participatory democracy, far from revealing the
fragility of the concept, constitutes one of its essential characteristics.

Participation, deliberation and democracy: toward an
intersection

Since the vote has been extended to every adult citizen, without class,
gender, or racial discrimination, etc., the contemporary challenge of
strengthening democratic regimes is not mainly about who participates,
but how, when and where citizens should participate.53 Legitimacy
depends directly on the verification of these variables. The idea of a
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democracy grounded in the discursive procedure of the collective will-
formation, as well as the idea of participatory democracy exercised
through a combination of direct and indirect mechanisms, and through
the democratization of non-governmental spheres, such as industry and
the workplace, point to a crisis of legitimacy in the decision-making
process and direct attention to the conditions of democratic exercise.54

The relation between the two conceptions, therefore, can be seen in
terms of the different answers each vision proposes to this question.

The point of departure of both ideas is the recognition that there is
a crisis of political legitimacy that must be overcome. In both models,
the restoration of legitimacy lies in the need for a more participatory
politics, and points to a course that is broadly defended in contempor-
ary democratic theory:55 the enhancement of democracy occurs through
a continuous and dynamic process of democratization of democracy,
which transforms democracy into an increasingly inclusive system that
permits the constitution of societies and emancipated forms of life.56

The most important challenge for both perspectives is to reverse the
process of systematization of the economy and the state, which pushes
citizens into the peripheral role of mere members of an organization,
generating a ‘syndrome of civic privatism and the selective use of citizen-
ship from the standpoint of client interests’.57 And the solution, also
common to both, is to re-absorb citizens into public debate and politi-
cal processes by means of participation and public deliberation.

Their commonalities notwithstanding, each conception has a differ-
ent focal point. As we have already seen, the participatory debate of the
late 1960s and early 1970s focused on the need to implement forms of
direct democracy, on the importance of extending these forms to include
non-state structures such as the workplace, and in the need to foster
substantial democracy in order to reduce social and economic inequali-
ties and guarantee the effective enjoyment of political rights to all the
citizens. The focus of discourse theory, on the other hand, is the exercise
of sovereignty in the discursive processes of collective will-formation,
which must be legally institutionalized. The crucial aspect, therefore, is
the existence of an intersubjective political practice, which allows for
the achievement of a consensus about collective objectives through
dialogue and communication.58

Yet while they have different focuses, there is a broad area of inter-
section between the two perspectives whose common elements are
mutually complementary and together provide a richer alternative for
the improvement of democracy in search of political legitimacy. In
Pateman, Macpherson and Barber’s formulations direct participation,
which requires an intersubjective structure, suggests how the premises
of the philosophy of consciousness might be overcome. The justifica-
tions of political consciousness and the learning processes attendant on
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participation make sense only in a context of public discussion wherein
each individual can think, ponder and have the opportunity to change,
either totally or in part, his or her original position as a result of the
exchanges. Here again, the ideal is not Rousseau’s deliberative citizen,
who decides exclusively on the basis of his own individual judgement,
but the active and communicative citizen envisioned by Habermas and
Hannah Arendt.59 The participatory conception does not share some
democrats’ enthusiasm for technological innovations that could solve
the time and space problems of contemporary societies by providing a
direct electronic democracy, because these exclude the essential element
of direct deliberations with face-to-face interactions, that is, with
dialogue, discussion, exchange of arguments, doubts, wills and worries.

Habermas takes this vocation for communication from the repub-
lican paradigm. If politics is to be developed through structures of
public communication oriented to reaching mutual understanding, the
paradigm is not the market, but dialogue. Just as republicanism
‘preserves the radical democratic meaning of a society that organizes
itself through the communicatively united citizens and does not trace
collective goals back to “deals” made between competing private inter-
ests’, so do participatory theorists.60 To this extent, although the parti-
cipatory democrats neglect the broader context of a highly complex
modernity in their analyses, their proposals point in the same direction
as the deliberative solution, in that they place communication and public
debate at the forefront of the project. The defendants of participatory
democracy fail, however, to take the next step of guaranteeing these
processes through legal institutionalization. Maybe here the lack of
clarity with regard to the context of modernity has blocked a wider
perception that only law, with its immense potential for abstraction and
universalization, can ensure the complexity of the processes and
procedures required by and exercised in modernity.

On the other hand, deliberative democracy supports the implemen-
tation of forms of direct democracy that are defended by the theorists
of participatory democracy. Habermas clearly states that direct democ-
racy can be very useful, in spite of all the technical difficulties that
accompany its implementation in modern societies.61 His main objec-
tion, however, consists in the fact that the choice between direct and
indirect forms is an organizational problem that cannot be solved
normatively a priori.62

Depending on the specific context, either form can be legitimate.63

From the discursive perspective, the main condition is that public
deliberation be grounded on communicative reason. How this condition
is fulfilled will vary according to the particular context. For Habermas,
the a priori defense of forms of direct participation is problematic
because the level of justification of domination is in tension with the
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means of organizing domination. He tries to argue that pre-given demo-
cratic forms must not bind the introduction of a principle of democratic
legitimation grounded on a democratic procedure of opinion- and will-
formation.64 In this sense, he sees that the legitimacy of political choice
flows from both deliberation about ends and also deliberation about
means. So the process of political deliberation itself determines how
deliberation will actually be organized.65

The proposals of participatory democrats run afoul of this require-
ment. The demand for more participation in politics is associated with
the need to create more spaces for direct participation, and to include
the workplace as one of those spaces. Nevertheless, the expansion of
forms of direct democracy is not an isolated and single solution, once
it qualifies and complements the representative forms that already exist.
Pateman acknowledges the importance and the need for representative
democracy in contemporary societies, but focuses her attention, above
all, on active participation in the workplace. Macpherson considers the
need for ‘some portion of direct democracy’ in a democratic participa-
tory model, and realistically combines this portion with representative
party structures. To this extent, the stakes of the proposals of partici-
patory democrats meet the qualifications of legitimacy demanded by
discursive ethics.66

Given these authors’ consciousness of the immense difficulties of
implementing a direct and intersubjective political system at higher
levels, the alternatives they present are less pretentious, and emphasize
the possibilities presented by the workplace and local power. Moreover,
although the proposals draw their legitimacy from models that are
constructed a priori, therefore falling into the error Habermas identi-
fies, the models they suggest are sufficiently vague and broad, and permit
adjustments in the organization of democratic forms appropriate to each
particular context.

On the other hand, although Habermas’ criticism is correct, he lays
himself open to the opposite criticism. Since it is impossible to define
organizational forms a priori, and this question must be left to the
process of deliberation itself, his argument does not address institutional
questions. In other words, although he remarks on the extreme import-
ance of institutions, his claim remains very abstract, avoiding a deeper
discussion of more concrete questions concerning the structure and
functioning of the institutions he visualizes.67 By contrast, when partici-
pationists try to visualize the organizations that can channel partici-
pation, although they mix organizational and normative levels to a
certain extent, they put the problem of institutionalization center stage,
trying to avoid the illusion ‘that we can speak about democratic legiti-
macy without insisting on the presence of institutions having some
internal relationship (even if not that of a simple derivation of one from
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the other) to the procedures of discursive validation and justification’.68

The participatory ideal traces the legitimacy deficit to the distance
between the latent potential for participation and the lack of insti-
tutional sluices that can serve as a stage for broader public deliberations.

Following Habermas’ argument, Joshua Cohen claims that public
deliberation and direct democracy are two independent dimensions.
Because his analysis centers on the political legitimacy created by delib-
erative democracy, the direct or indirect character of organizations is a
secondary, context-dependent question contingent on psychology and
political behavior.69 Cohen’s important analysis clarifies the fact that
direct democracy would not necessarily resolve political questions delib-
eratively:

In the absence of a realistic account of the functioning of citizens’ assem-
blies, we cannot simply assume that large gatherings with open-ended
agendas will yield any deliberation at all, or that they will encourage
participants to regard one another as equals in a free deliberative
procedure.70

Clearly, deliberation will not be fostered by the institutionalization
of mechanical, non-interactive direct decision-making procedures that
are inadequately organized and subject to manipulation. And only the
rational principle of deliberation can guarantee the legitimacy of the
decisions. The debate about deliberative democracy seems to focus
primarily on the parliamentary sphere, that is, on the representative
system. It is worth noting, however, that representative democracy
shares some of the same shortcomings as direct democracy, since under
certain conditions it too lacks the prerequisites of the deliberative
process. Lobbying, corruption, private campaign financing, manipulation
of the media, lack of publicity and transparency in political parties as
well as in the government; hierarchical and bureaucratized party struc-
tures and low levels of voter turn-out are problems of representative
democracies that seriously challenge the legitimacy of any deliberative
aspiration.71

Despite the inevitable problems and distortions that exist in any
democratic institution, the great virtue of deliberative theory is that it
illuminates the exact dimensions of the aspiration to legitimacy: the delib-
erative process of opinion- and will-formation among free and equal
citizens, the presumptions and pre-conditions of which must be legally
institutionalized. This dimension certainly qualified the debates on
participation during the late 1960s and 1970s, and raised the discussion
to levels of abstraction more appropriate to modern complexity.

Nevertheless, the opposite is also true. It is necessary to retrieve the
debate on participation in order to ascertain the real potential of delib-
erative politics. The focus on substantive democracy, grounded on a
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more equal distribution of social and economic resources – and at least
the attempt to propose some concrete participatory institutions – is
fundamental for the actual exercise of political rights. For a society to
be effectively democratic all citizens must have the capability to enjoy
and exercise the formally guaranteed rights and freedoms. Although
problems of distribution are complex, the virtue of participatory theory
is that it focuses attention on this key question, and includes it as a
central concern of the theory.

My claim is that the contemporary discussion would benefit from a
retrieval of this concern. Clearly, proponents of deliberative democracy
are also aware of the relation between social and economic rights and
political equality, and have not ignored the subject. For instance,
Cohen’s discussion of organizational questions recognizes ‘that material
inequalities are an important source of political inequalities’.72 Similarly,
Habermas affirms the need to bring back solidarity as a source of social
integration linked to law. Furthermore, he acknowledges the need to
implement social, economic and environmental rights insofar as they are
essential for the enjoyment of the rights of communication and partici-
pation. However, to the extent that he predicates the exercise of democ-
racy on the guarantee of the rights of communication and participation,
these rights take priority over social and economic rights, with the result
that the conception of human rights is a limited one.73

The idea of human rights refers to a broader and more complex set
of rights. What I am challenging is not the need to define ethical contents
a priori, since deliberative theory is mainly procedural. The outcomes
of the deliberations, the public policies that particular communities
choose to adopt, will be defined during the deliberative process and not
before it. My claim is that other human rights – such as social,
economic, cultural, environmental, development rights – which are just
as essential as the rights of participation and communication, etc., must
be also considered central to the democratic project and be candidates
for legal institutionalization in the same manner as civil and political
rights. Moreover, unless these other fundamental rights are legally
protected, enjoying a minimum of juridical efficacy, the rights of
communication and association themselves will fail crucial empirical
tests.

Following the principles of discourse ethic, Cohen and Arato distin-
guish three groups of rights, only two of which – rights of communi-
cation and association, on the one hand, and rights of privacy,
personality and autonomy, on the other – form the essential pillars and
prerequisites of the democratic legitimacy rational discourse aspires to,
as well as for the complete development of civil society. The third group,
comprising social and economic rights, does not enjoy the same priority.
While important, these rights represent contents and, as such, do not
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constitute the formative principles of discourse.74 However, unless
actual discursive contexts are supported by minimal social and
economic contents – since as Cohen and Arato point out, discourse is
always a real and empirical event75 – autonomy, free argumentation and
communicative rationality will be impossible.

This ‘minimal social and economic content’ has to ensure what
Nancy Fraser considers to be ‘the sort of rough equality that is incon-
sistent with systemically generated relations of dominance and subordi-
nation’. Only the elimination, and not the bracketing, of social and
economic inequalities can provide the conditions for political parity.76

Despite the fact that the specificity and choice of public policies repre-
sent issues of content and objects of discourse, the guarantee of a
minimum of social and economic content to all potential participants,
does not constitute an object of discussion; on the contrary, next to the
rights of communication and autonomy, this guarantee comprises an
essential condition for the very existence of political equality, democratic
legitimacy and a fully developed civil society.

On the other hand, it is important to note that despite the fact that
the three groups of rights constitute a prerequisite for the de facto exist-
ence of discursive reason, the democratic process is not paralyzed or
atrophied if these conditions are not present or ascertainable. The search
for these conditions and the enhancement of the democratic process
should occur simultaneously, with the advances of the former driving
the latter and vice versa. If the conditions of the project and the project
itself are separated – given the empirical situation in the majority of the
countries – even minimal progress towards democratization would be
impossible.

How can countries and communities immersed in contexts of
enormous social and economic inequality manage to reduce those
inequalities if they do not improve democratic practices? How could
democracy be expected only after the establishment of an ideal material
equilibrium in a certain community? This paradox indicates that these
two questions should go together, hence the importance of the principles
of indivisibility and complementarity that guide the concept of human
rights.77 This argument identifies the existence of a lacuna in the theory
of deliberative democracy, which neither challenges nor engages an in-
depth discussion of either the problem of social and economic rights, or
issues of redistributive justice. When these problems are relegated to
second place, deliberative theory is exposed to the criticism of being too
idealistic. Whether deliberative democracy can manage political conflicts
related to class struggle is still an open question, one that demands that
more attention be paid to the issue of substantial democracy.

The above-mentioned questions notwithstanding, the interface
between the participatory and deliberative proposals depends upon the
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horizontal expansion of democracy. Deliberative theory, recognizing the
informal space of public opinion as essential to the political process of
discursive development, defends the expansion of spaces in which will-
formation constitutes itself. The same is true for the participatory
conception, which sees the democratization of the workplace and the
intensification of social movements such as grass-roots associations as
necessary for the improvement of democracy. Certainly, the enhance-
ment of participation in these and other spheres contributes to the
inclusion of informal flows that are formed in public opinion and in the
debate about collective questions.

Finally, the two theories’ perception of democracy represents a
common nucleus comprising complementary elements that, in combi-
nation, present a strong case for a joint enterprise. I have argued that,
although deliberation and participation are distinct and independent
elements, the radical democratization of democracy, which is crucial to
reduce the legitimacy deficit of contemporary politics, can succeed only
if participation and deliberation are regarded as two key elements in the
process of collective decision-making.
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