
CHAPTER II

Rousseau, John Stuart Mill and
G. D. H. Cole: a participatory theory of democracy

Rousseau might be called the theorist par excellence of participation, and an
understanding of the nature of the political system that he describes in
The Social Contract is vital for the theory of participatory democracy.
Rousseau's entire political theory hinges on the individual participation of
each citizen in political decision making and in his theory participation is
very much more than a protective adjunct to a set of institutional arrange-
ments; it also has a psychological effect on the participants, ensuring that
there is a continuing interrelationship between the working of institutions
and the psychological qualities and attitudes of individuals interacting
within them. It is their stress on this aspect of participation and its place
at the centre of their theories that marks the distinctive contribution of the
theorists of participatory democracy to democratic theory as a whole.
Although Rousseau was writing before the modern institutions of democ-
racy were developed, and his ideal society is a non-industrial city-state, it
is in his theory that the basic hypotheses about the function of participa-
tion in a democratic polity can be found.1

In order to understand the role of participation in Rousseau's political
theory it is essential to be clear about the nature of his ideal, participatory
political system, as this has been subject to widely differing interpreta-
tions. Firstly, Rousseau argued that certain economic conditions were
necessary for a participatory system. As is well known Rousseau advocated
a society made up of small, peasant proprietors, i.e. he advocated a society
of economic equality and economic independence. His theory does not
require absolute equality as is often implied, but rather that the differences
that do exist should not lead to political inequality. Ideally, there should

i The political system described in The Social Contract was not a democracy according
to Rousseau's usage of the term. For him, a 'democracy' was a system where the
citizens executed as well as made the laws and for that reason it was fit only for
gods (bk. in, ch. 4). It might be noted here that as Rousseau's is a direct, not represen-
tative system, it does not conform to Schumpeter's definition of 'classical' demo-
cratic theory.
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

be a situation where 'no citizen shall be rich enough to buy another and
none so poor as to be forced to sell himself' and the vital requirement is
for each man to own some property—the most sacred of the citizen's
rights—because the security and independence that this gives to the
individual is the necessary basis on which rest his political equality and
political independence.1

If these conditions are established the citizens can assemble as equal and
independent individuals, yet Rousseau also wanted them to be inter-
dependent, the latter being necessary if the independence and equality are
to be preserved This is not so paradoxical as it sounds because the partici-
patory situation is such that each citizen would be powerless to do any-
thing without the co-operation of all the others, or of the majority. Each
citizen would be, as he puts it, 'excessively dependent on the republic9

(1968, p. 99, bk. n, ch. 12), i.e. there would be an equal dependence of
each individual on all the others viewed collectively as sovereign, and
independent participation is the mechanism whereby this interdependence
is enforced. The way in which it works is both simple and subtle. It is
possible to read the Social Contract as an elaboration of the idea that laws,
not men, should rule, but an even better formulation of the role of
participation is that men are to be ruled by the logic of the operation of
the political situation that they had themselves created and that this
situation was such that the possibility of the rule of individual men was
'automatically9 precluded. It is because the citizens are independent equals,
not dependent on anyone else for their vote or opinion, that in the
political assembly no one need vote for any policy that is not as much to
his advantage as to the advantage of any other. Individual X will be unable
to persuade others to vote for his proposal that gives X alone some
advantage. In a crucial passage in the Social Contract Rousseau asks 'how
should it be that the general will is always rightful and that all men con-
stantly wish the happiness of each but for the fact that there is no one who
does not take that word "each" to pertain to himself and in voting for all
think of himself?** In other words, the only policy that will be acceptable
to all is the one where any benefits and burdens are equally shared; the
participatory process ensures that political equality is made effective in the
decision-making assembly. The substantive policy result is that the general
will is, tautologically, always just (i.e. affects all equally) so that at the
same time individual rights and interests are protected and the public

1 Rousseau (1968), bk. n, ch. 11, p. 96, and (1913), p. 254.
* Rousseau (1968), bk. n, ch. 4, p. 75. See also p. 76, 'the general will is an institution

in which each necessarily submits himself to the same conditions which he imposes
on others.9
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

interest furthered. The law has 'emerged' from the participatory process
and it is the law, not men, that governs individual actions. 1

Rousseau thought that the ideal situation for decision making was one
where no organised groups were present, just individuals, because the
former might be able to make their "particular wills' prevail. Rousseau's
remarks about groups follow directly from what he says about the opera-
tion of the participatory process. He recognised that there would inevit-
ably be 'tacit associations', i.e. unorganised individuals who were united
by some common interest, but it would be very difficult for such a tacit
association to obtain support for a policy to its special advantage because
of the conditions under which participation takes place (1913, p. 237). If it
was impossible to avoid organised associations within the community
then, Rousseau argues, these should be as numerous and as equal in
political power as possible. That is, the participatory situation of indi-
viduals would be repeated so far as the groups were concerned, and none
could gain at the expense of the rest. Rousseau says nothing, not surpris-
ingly, about the internal authority structure of such groups but his basic
analysis of the participatory process can be applied to any group or
association.*

This analysis of the operation of Rousseau's participatory system makes
two points clear; first, that 'participation' for Rousseau is participation in
the making of decisions and second, that it is, as in theories of representa-
tive government, a way of protecting private interests and ensuring good
government. But participation is also considerably more than this in
Rousseau's theory. Plamenatz (1963) has said of Rousseau that 'he turns
our minds. . . to considering how the social order affects the structure of
human personality' (vol. 1, p. 440), and it is the psychological impact of
social and political institutions that is Rousseau's main concern; which
aspect of men's characters do particular institutions develop? The crucial
variable here is whether or not the institution is a participatory one and the
central function of participation in Rousseau's theory is an educative one,
using the term 'education' in the widest sense* Rousseau's ideal system is
designed to develop responsible, individual social and political action

1 Apropos of Schumpeter's 'classical' definition it is something of a misnomer to say
that Rousseau's citizens decide 'issues'. What they do by participating is to come up
with the right answer to a problem (i.e. the general will). There will not necessarily
be a right answer in the case of an 'issue' as we understand the term in the political
conditions of today. Nor is an ability to make 'logical inferences' required. Quite
the contrary, the whole point of the participatory situation is that each independent
but interdependent individual is 'forced' to appreciate that there is only one right
answer, to apply the word 'each' to himself.

* Rousseau (1968), bk. n, ch. 3, p. 73. Sec also Barry (1964).
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

through the effect of the participatory process. During this process the
individual learns that the word 'each' must be applied to himself; that is to
say, he finds that he has to take into account wider matters than his own
immediate private interests if he is to gain co-operation from others, and
he learns that the public and private interest are linked. The logic of the
operation of the participatory system is such that he is 'forced9 to deliberate
according to his sense of justice, according to what Rousseau calls his
'constant will9 because fellow citizens can always resist the implementation
of inequitable demands. As a result of participating in decision making
the individual is educated to distinguish between his own impulses and
desires, he learns to be a public as well as a private citizen.* Rousseau also
believes that through this educative process the individual will eventually
come to feel little or no conflict between the demands of the public and
private spheres. Once the participatory system is established, and this is a
point of major importance, it becomes self-sustaining because the very
qualities that are required of individual citizens if the system is to work
successfully are those that the process of participation itself develops and
fosters; the more the individual citizen participates the better able he is to
do so. The human results that accrue through the participatory process
provide an important justification for a participatory system.

Another aspect of the role of participation in Rousseau's theory is the
close connection between participation and control and this is bound up
with his notion of freedom. A full discussion of Rousseau's use of this
latter concept is not necessary here, but it is inextricably bound up with
the process of participation. Perhaps the most famous, or notorious, words
that Rousseau ever wrote were that a man might be 'forced to be free'
and he also defined freedom as 'obedience to a law one prescribes to one-
self \2 Some of the more fanciful and sinister interpretations that have been
placed on the first words would not have been possible if Rousseau's
concept of freedom had been placed firmly in the context of participation,
for the way in which an individual can be 'forced' to be free is part and

i The setting up of situations that 'force* the individual to learn for himself is the
basis of the whole of Rousseau's theory of education, c.f. the remarks on £miU and
the Nouvette Hilolse in Shklar (1964). The additional methods of educating the
citizenry advocated by Rousseau (e.g. public ceremonies) would seem to derive from
his pessimism; they are not a necessary part of the theory. At most they work in the
same direction as participation and do not substitute for it. The institution of the
law-giver can be seen as an answer to the problem of how the initial step into a
participatory situation is to be taken, but on Rousseau's own arguments the self-
sustaining nature of the participatory political system should make it an exception
to his view that all governments tend in the end to 'degenerate*.

3 Rousseau (1968), bk. 1, ch. 7, p. 64, and bk. 1, ch. 8, p. 65.
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

parcel of the same process by which he is forcibly' educated through
participating in decision making. Rousseau argues that unless each indi-
vidual is 'forced' through the participatory process into socially responsible
action then there can be no law which ensures everyone's freedom, i.e.
there can be no general will or the kind of just law that the individual can
prescribe to himself. While the subjective element in Rousseau's concept of
freedom—that under such a law the individual will feel unconstrained,
will Jee/ free—has often been commented upon, it is usually overlooked
that there is an objective element involved as well. (Though this is not to
say that one accepts Rousseau's definition of freedom as consisting in
obedience.) The individual's actual, as well as his sense of, freedom is
increased through participation in decision making because it gives him a
very real degree of control over the course of his life and the structure of his
environment. Rousseau also argues that freedom requires that he should
exercise a fair measure of control over those that execute the laws and over
representatives if an indirect system is necessary.1 In the introduction to his
recent translation of the Social Contract Cranston criticises Rousseau for
never, in that work, seeing institutions as a threat to freedom (Rousseau,
1968, p. 41). This criticism precisely misses the point. The participatory
institutions of the Social Contract cannot be a threat to freedom just because
of the logic of their operation, because of the interrelationship between the
authority structure of institutions and the psychological orientations of
individuals. It is the whole point of Rousseau's argument that the (existing)
non-participatory institutions do pose such a threat, indeed, they make
freedom impossible—men are everywhere 'in chains'. The ideal institutions
described in the Social Contract are ideal because Rousseau regards their
operation as guaranteeing freedom.

Rousseau also sees participation as increasing the value of his freedom
to the individual by enabling him to be (and remain) his own master.
Like the rest of Rousseau's theory the notion of'being one's own master9

has come in for a good deal of criticism, although Cranston strikes a new
note when he refers to it as the ideal of a footman and so, presumably, not
worth serious consideration—but that is too easy a dismissal of the idea.*

* See Rousseau (1968, bk. ra, ch. 18, p. 148) and (1953, pp. 192 ff.).
* Rousseau (1968, p. 42). The more familiar criticism of the idea is that it is potentially

'totalitarian' or at least unlibertarian, and that it has little to do with the notion of
'negative' freedom which, in turn, is often held to be the only form of freedom
compatible with democracy. It is clear that this discussion implicitly rejects the idea
that there are two different concepts of freedom and that Rousseau is an unequivocal
advocate of the 'positive' notion. It also rejects the view that in talking of being
one's own master Rousseau is referring only to mastery of one's lower nature*. This
element is present in Rousseau but to suggest that it is the whole of his theory is

26

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511720444.002
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Cambridge University Main, on 07 Dec 2020 at 18:46:03, subject to the

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511720444.002
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


PARTICIPATORY THEORY

In the eighth Letter from the Mountain Rousseau says that freedom consists
'moins i faire sa volonte qu'a n'Stre pas soumis \ celle d'autrui; elle con-
siste encore & ne pas soumetre la volonte d'autrui a la notre. Quiconque est
maitre nc peut 6trc libre\ (1965, vol. n, p. 234). That is, one must not be
master of another; when one is master of oneself and one's life, however,
then freedom is enhanced through the control over that life that is re-
quired before it is possible to describe the individual as his 'own master'.
Secondly, the participatory process ensures that although no man, or
group, is master of another, all are equally dependent on each other and
equally subject to the law. The (impersonal) rule of law that is made pos-
sible through participation and its connection with 'being one's own
master' gives us further insight into the reason why Rousseau thinks that
individuals will conscientiously accept a law arrived at through a partici-
patory decision-making process. More generally, it is now possible to see
that a second function of participation in Rousseau's theory is that it
enables collective decisions to be more easily accepted by the individual.

Rousseau also suggests that participation has a third, integrative
function; that it increases the feeling among individual citizens that they
'belong' in their community. In a sense integration derives from all the
factors mentioned already. For example, the basic economic equality
means that there is no disruptive division between rich and poor, there
are no men like the one Rousseau disapprovingly mentions in £mile who,
when asked which was his country, replied 'I am one of the rich' (1911, p.
313). More important is the experience of participation in decision making
itself, and the complex totality of results to which it is seen to lead, both
for the individual and for the whole political system; this experience
attaches the individual to his society and is instrumental in developing it
into a true community.

This examination of Rousseau's political theory has provided us with the
argument that there is an interrelationship between the authority struc-
tures of institutions and the psychological qualities and attitudes of
individuals, and with the related argument that the major function of par-
ticipation is an educative one. These arguments form the basis of the theory
of participatory democracy as will become clear from the discussion of the
theories of J. S. Mill and Cole. The theories of these two writers reinforce
Rousseau's arguments about participation but more interestingly in these
theories the theory of participatory democracy is lifted out of the context
of a city-state of peasant proprietors into that of a modern political system.

extremely misleading. Such an interpretation is only possible if the whole participa-
tory context of Rousseau's discussion of freedom is ignored. For the interpretation
criticised see especially Berlin (1958); also Talmon (1952).
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

John Stuart Mill, in his social and political theory, as in other matters,
started out as a devoted adherent of the doctrines of his father and of
Bentham, which he later severely criticised, so that he provides an
excellent example of the differences between the theories of representative
government and participatory democracy. However, Mill never com-
pletely rejected these early teachings and by the end of his life his political
theory was composed of a mixture of all the diverse influences that had
affected him. He never managed satisfactorily to synthesise these—the
task is probably an impossible one—and this means that there is a profound
ambiguity between the participatory foundations of his theory and some
of his more practical proposals for the establishment of his 'ideally best
polity*.

Echoes of the utilitarian view of the purely protective function of
participation can be found in Mill's mature political theory. For example,
he says in Representative Government—which expressed the principles 'to
which I have been working up during the greater part of my life'—that
one of the greatest dangers of democracy lies in 'the sinister interest of the
holders of power: it is the danger of class legislation . . . And one of the
most important questions demanding consideration... is how to provide
efficacious securities against this evil'.1 For Mill, however, Bentham's
notion of 'good government* only dealt with part of the problem. Mill
distinguished two aspects of good government. First, 'how far it promotes
the good management of the affairs of society by means of the existing
faculties, moral, intellectual, and active, of its various members' and this
criterion of good government relates to government seen as 'a set of
organised arrangements for public business' (1910, pp. 208 and 195).
Mill criticised Bentham for building his political theory on the assump-
tion that this aspect was the whole. He wrote in the essay on Bentham that
all that the latter could do

is but to indicate means by which in any given state of the national mind, the material
interests of society can be protected;... (his theory) can teach the means of organising
and regulating the merely business part of the social arrangements... He committed
the mistake of supposing that the business part of human affairs was the whole of
them (Mill's emphasis) (1963, p. 102).

In J. S. Mill's estimation the merely business aspect of government is the
least important; fundamental is government in its second aspect, that of
'a great influence acting on the human mind', and the criterion to be used
to judge political institutions in this light is 'the degree in which they
promote the general mental advancement of the commuruty, including

1 Mill(i9io) Preface and p. 254. For an account of the 'working up' see Burns (1957).
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

under that phrase advancement in intellect, in virtue, and in practical
activity and efficiency* (1910, p. 195). In this respect Bentham's theory has
nothing to say. Mill sees government and political institutions first and
foremost as educative in the broadest sense of that word. For him the two
aspects of government are interrelated in that a necessary condition of
good government in the first, business, sense is the promotion of the
right kind of individual character and for this the right kind of institutions
are necessary (1963, p. 102). It is primarily for this reason, not because such
a form of government will be in the universal interest, that Mill regards
popular, democratic government as the 'ideally best polity*. Thus, he is
against a benevolent despotism, which as he points out, could, if it were
all-seeing, ensure that the 'business* side of government were properly
carried out, because, as he asks, 'what sort of human beings can be formed
under such a regimen? What development can either their thinking or
their active faculties attain under it? . . . Their moral capacities are
equally stunted. Wherever the sphere of action of human beings is
artificially circumscribed, their sentiments are narrowed and dwarfed...'
(1910, pp. 203-4).

It is only within a context of popular, participatory institutions that
Mill sees an 'active', public-spirited type of character being fostered.
Here, again, we find the basic assertion of the theorists of participatory
democracy of the interrelationship and connection between individuals,
their qualities and psychological characteristics, and types of institutions;
the assertion that responsible social and political action depends largely on
the sort of institutions within which the individual has, politically, to act.
Like Rousseau, Mill sees these qualities being as much developed by
participation as existing beforehand and thus the political system has a
self-sustaining character.1 Nor does Mill regard it as necessary that
citizens should perform the sort of logical and rational calculations that
Schumpeter asserted were necessary. He remarks in Representative Govern"
ment that it would not be a rational form of government that required
'exalted* principles of conduct to motivate men, though he assumes that
there is a certain level of political sophistication and public-spiritedness in
the 'advanced' countries to whom this theory is addressed (1910, p. 253).
Mill sees the educative function of participation in much the same terms

1 Duncan and Lukes (1963, p. 160) note the self-sustaining character of the system
but say that this arises through the possession of legal rights which leads men to
become capable of exercising them, and thus to approach 'moral autonomy*. It is,
of course, Mill's argument that it is the exercise not the possession that is important.
Without participatory institutions the mere possession of legal rights would have
little effect on character.
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

as Rousseau. He argues that where the individual is concerned solely with
his own private affairs and does not participate in public affairs then the
'self-regarding' virtues suffer, as well as the capacities for responsible
public action remaining undeveloped. 'The man never thinks of any
colleetive interest, of any object to be pursued jointly with others, but
only in competition with them, and in some measure at their expense9

(1910, p. 217). The 'private money-getting occupation* of most individuals
uses few of their faculties and tends to 'fasten his attention and interest
exclusively upon himself, and upon his family as an appendage of himself;
—making him indifferent to the public • . . and in his inordinate regard for
his personal comforts, selfish and cowardly' (1963, p. 230). The whole
situation is changed, however, when the individual can participate in
public affairs; Mill, like Rousseau, saw the individual in this case being
'forced' to widen his horizons and to take the public interest into account.
That is, the individual has to 'weigh interests not his own; to be guided,
in the case of conflicting claims, by another rule than his private partiali-
ties; to apply, at every turn, principles and maxims which have for their
reason of existence the common good' (1910, p. 217).

So far, Mill's theory has been shown to reinforce rather than add to
Rousseau's hypothesis about the educative function of participation but
there is another facet of Mill's theory which does add a further dimension
to that hypothesis, a necessary dimension if the theory is to be applied
to a large-scale society. I have already quoted from one of Mill's reviews
of de Tocqueville's Democracy in America. This work was a decisive
influence on Mill's political theory, in particular with the part which
deals with local political institutions.1 Mill was very impressed with de
Tocqueville's discussion of centralisation and the dangers inherent in the
development of a mass society (dangers made familiar now by modern
sociologists also impressed by that analysis). In the Political Economy Mill
declares that 'a democratic constitution not supported by democratic
institutions in detail, but confined to the central government, not only is
not political freedom, but often creates a spirit precisely the reverse'.* In
his review of Volume II of de Tocqueville's book Mill argues that it is no
use having universal suffrage and participation in national government if
the individual has not been prepared for this participation at local level;
it is at this level that he learns how to govern himself. 'A political act, to
be done only once in a few years, and for which nothing in the daily habits
of the citizen has prepared him, leaves his intellect and his moral dis-
positions very much as it found them' (1963, p. 229). In other words, if

* See Mill (1924, pp. 162-4) and Robson (1968, p. 106).
* Mill (1965), bk. v, ch. xi, §6, p. 944-
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

individuals in a large state are to be able to participate effectively in the
government of the 'great society' then the necessary qualities underlying
this participation have to be fostered and developed at the local level
Thus, for Mill, it is at local level where the real educative effect of partici-
pation occurs, where not only do the issues dealt with directly affect the
individual and his everyday life but where he also stands a good chance of,
himself, being elected to serve on a local body (1910, p. 347-8). It is by
participating at the local level that the individual 'learns democracy'. 'We
do not learn to read or write, to ride or swim, by being merely told how
to do it, but by doing it, so it is only by practising popular government
on a limited scale, that die people will ever learn how to exercise it on
a larger' (1963, p. 186).

In a large-scale society representative government will be necessary and
it is here that a difficulty arises; are Mill's practical proposals about repre-
sentation compatible with the fundamental role he assigns to the educative
function of participation in his theory? In his practical proposals Mill does
not take his own arguments about participation seriously enough and
this is largely because of ideas about the 'natural' state of society which are
mixed in with the rest of his social and political theory.

Bentham and James Mill had thought that education, in the narrow,
'academic' sense of that term, was the major way of ensuring responsible
political participation on the part of the 'numerous classes', and John
Stuart Mill never really rejected this view. One of Mill's main concerns
was how a political system could be achieved where the power was in the
hands of an 61ite—the educated llite (in the narrow sense). A well culti-
vated intellect, he thought, was usually accompanied by 'prudence,
temperance, and justice, and generally by all the virtues which arc impor-
tant in our intercourse with others'.1 It was persons already well educated
(the 'instructed') that Mill regarded as the 'wisest and best' men and whom
he thought should be elected to office at all political levels. He considered
that democracy was inevitable in the modern world, the problem was to
so organise things that democratic political institutions would be com-
patible with the 'natural' state of society, a state where 'worldly power and
moral influence are habitually exercised by the fittest persons whom the
existing state of society affords' and where the 'multitude' have faith in
this 'instructed' minority who will rule* Mill, it should be noted, did not
want a situation where the multitude was deferential in the unthinking,

1 Quoted in Robson (1967, p. 210).
* Mill (1963, p. 17). Mill contrasts this state to the present one, a state of 'transition9

where old institutions and doctrines have been 'outgrown9 and the multitude have
lost their faith in the instructed and are 'without a guide9 (p. 3).
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habitual sense of that word. Indeed, he thought that die time was past
when such a thing was possible; "the poor have come out of their leading
strings... whatever advice, exhortation, or guidance is held out to the
labouring classes, must henceforth be tendered to them as equals and
accepted by them with their eyes open'.1 The £lite had to be accountable
to the many and it was the reconciliation of elite rule with accountability
that Mill saw as the 'grand difficulty9 in politics.* His answer to this problem
gives rise to the ambiguity in his theory of participation.

From Mill's theory about the educative function of participation one
would expect his answer to this problem would be that the maximum
amount of opportunity should be given to the labouring classes to partici-
pate at local level so they would develop the necessary qualities and skills
to enable them to assess the activities of representatives and hold them
accountable. But Mill says nothing of the sort. His practical proposals for
achieving a 'natural' but ideal political system are quite different. Mill
distinguished between 'true democracy*, which gives representation to
minorities (and to this end Mill enthusiastically espoused Hare's propor-
tional representation scheme), and the ideal system. The former did not
solve the problem of ensuring that his educated 61ite had a preponderant
influence; that ideal system could only come about under a system of
plural voting based on educational attainment, 'though everyone ought
to have a voice—that everyone should have an equal voice is a totally
different proposition'.* Thus, Mill rejects Rousseau's argument that for
effective participation political equality is necessary. Mill also implicitly
uses a different definition of'participation' from Rousseau, for he did not
think that even the elected representatives should legislate but only accept
or reject legislation prepared by a special commission appointed by the
Crown; the proper job of representatives is discussion (1910, p. 235 ff.).

A further illustration of this point is Mill's comment on the form that the
ideal suffrage should take. He says that it is 'by political discussion that the
manual labourer, whose employment is a routine, and whose way of life
brings him in contact with no variety of impressions, circumstances, or
ideas, is taught that remote causes, and events which take place far off,
have a most sensible effect even on his personal interests' (1910, p. 278).

One might raise the question, with Mill's practical proposals for the

1 Mill (1965), bk. rv, ch. vn, §2, p. 763.
See Hamburger (1965, p. 86). Mill's emphasis on the instructed minority illustrates
how misconceived is Schumpeter's charge that the 'classical' theorists ignored leader-
ship.

» Mill (1910, p. 283). In his Autobiography Mill admitted that the proposal for plural
voting found favour with nobody (1924, p. 218).
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

achievement of the ideally best polity and his implicit definition of parti-
cipation, of whether participation would have the educative effect he
postulated. The important point about Rousseau's paradigm of direct
participation is that the participatory process was organised in such a way
that individuals were, so to speak, psychologically 'open' to its effects.
But none of this obtains in Mill. The majority are branded by the suffrage
system as political inferiors and cannot resist the implementation of dis-
advantageous policies; if a predetermined elite are to gain political power
why should the majority even be interested in discussion? Mill seems un-
aware of any inconsistency in the various elements of his theory but it is
difficult to see how his kind of participation is to fulfil its allotted role. Even
with universal suffrage and decision making by representatives there would
not be such a 'strongly' educative environment as that provided by Rous-
seau's direct participatory system and the problem of how far Rousseau's
model can be replicated in modern conditions will be taken up later. Here
it should be noted that Mill's educationally crucial local political level
might give scope for direct participation in decision making.

The stress on local political institutions is not the only extension that
Mill makes to the hypothesis about the educative effect of participation,
but before discussing this other aspect it is useful to note that Mill agrees
with Rousseau about the other two functions of participation. The whole
argument about the 'critical deference' of the multitude rests partly on the
suggestion that participation aids the acceptance of decisions and Mill
specifically points to the integrative function of participation. He says that
through political discussion the individual 'becomes consciously a member
of a great community9 (1910, p. 279) and that whenever he has something
to do for the public he is made to feel 'that not only the common weal is
his weal, but that it partly depends on his exertions' (1963, p. 230).

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Mill's theory is an expansion of
the hypothesis about the educative effect of participation to cover a whole
new area of social life—industry. In his later work, Mill came to see in-
dustry as another area where the individual could gain experience in the
management of collective affairs, just as he could in local government. Mill
saw the real value of the various theories of socialism and co-operation
that were being advocated, and sometimes tried out, in his day as lying
in their potential as means of education. As might be expected he was
suspicious of those schemes that were centralist in character; as Robson
points out, Mill in the Chapters on Socialism gives his approval to 'such
socialist schemes as depend on voluntary organisation in small communi-
ties and which look to a national application of their principles only
through the self-multiplication of the units' (1968, p. 245). In such a form
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

of organisation widespread participation could be accommodated. Mill
saw co-operative forms of industrial organisation leading to a 'moral
transformation9 of those that took part in them (he also thought they
would be more productive, but that was partly a result of the 'transforma-
tion'). A co-operative organisation would lead, he said, to 'friendly rivalry
in the pursuit of a good common to all; the elevation of the dignity of
labour; a new sense of security and independence in the labouring class;
and the conversion of each human being's daily occupation into a school
of the social sympathies and the practical intelligence'.1 Just as participa-
tion in the government of the collective interest in local politics educates
the individual in social responsibility so participation in die management
of the collective interest of an industrial organisation fosters and develops
the qualities in the individual that he needs for public activities. 'No
soil,' says Mill, could be more conducive to the training of the individual
to feel 'the public interest his own' than a 'communist association*.* Just
as Mill regarded democracy as inevitable in the modern world so he saw
some form of co-operation as inevitable in industry; now that the labour-
ing classes had come out of their 'leading strings' the employer/employee
relationship would not be maintainable in the long run, some form of
co-operation must take its place. In the Political Economy Mill discusses what
form this might take and he comes to the conclusion that if 'mankind is
to continue to improve' then in the end one form of association will
predominate, 'not that which can exist between a capitalist as chief,
and workpeople without a voice in the management, but the association
of the labourers themselves on terms of equality, collectively owning the
capital with which they carry on their operations, and working under
managers elected and removable by themselves.'*

In the same way that participation in local government is a necessary
condition for participation at the national level because of its educative or
'improving' effect, so Mill is suggesting that participation in the 'govern-
ment' of the workplace could have the same impact. These wider implica-
tions of Mill's arguments about the importance of education are usually
overlooked, yet they are of great significance for democratic theory. If
such participation in the workplace is to be possible then the authority
relationship in industry would have to be transformed from the usual one
of superiority-subordination (managers and men) to one of co-operation
or equality with the managers (government) being elected by the whole

* Mill (1965), bk. iv, ch. vn, §6, p. 792.
* Mill (1965), bk. n, ch. 1, $3, p. 205. Mill uses the word 'communist* more loosely

than we do today.
* Mill (1965), bk. iv, ch. vn, §6, p. 775- Sec also §§ 2,3,4-
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

body of employees just as representatives at the local level arc elected.
That is to say, the political relations in industry, using the word 'political1

in a wide sense, would have to be democratised. Moreover it is possible
to go further; Mill's argument about the educative effect of participation
in local government and in the workplace could be generalised to cover
the effect of participation in all 'lower level* authority structures, or
political systems. It is because this general hypothesis can be derived from
their theories that I have referred to these writers as theorists of the
participatory society. Society can be seen as being composed of various
political systems, the structure of authority of which has an important
effect on die psychological qualities and attitudes of the individuals who
interact within them; thus, for the operation of a democratic polity at
national level, the necessary qualities in individuals can only be developed
through the democratisation of authority structures in all political systems.

We might also note at this point that there is another dimension to this
theory of participation. Apart from its importance as an educative device,
participation in the workplace—a political system—can be regarded as
political participation in its own right. Thus industry and other spheres
provide alternative areas where the individual can participate in decision
making in matters of which he has first hand, everyday experience, so
that when we refer to 'participatory democracy' we are indicating some-
thing very much wider than a set of'institutional arrangements' at national
level. This wider view of democracy can be found in the political theory
of G. D. H. Cole, to which we now turn.

A discussion of Cole's theory—and here we shall be dealing solely
with his early writings—is of particular interest because his theory is not
only set in the context of a modern, industrialised society but it is very
much a theory of such, a society. The remarks which Mill made about
participation in industry, though illuminating for our purposes, were
peripheral to his main body of social and political theory, but for Cole
it is industry that holds the key that will unlock the door to a truly demo-
cratic polity. In his theory of Guild Socialism Cole worked out a detailed
scheme of how a participatory society might be organised and brought into
being which is of considerable intrinsic interest, although we shall be con-
cerned with the principles that underlay this scheme rather than the blue-
print itself. Another significant aspect of Cole's work of this period was
the very great influence of Rousseau. There were other influences also,
William Morris and Marx, for instance, but Cole frequently quotes
Rousseau; the spirit of the latter pervades his work and many of Cole's
basic concepts are derived from Rousseau. This is an additional reason for
examining Cole's work. Discussions of Rousseau's political theory usually
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

reach the conclusion that it is of little relevance today (and it is sometimes
suggested that the influence that it has had has been positively pernicious).
I have already argued that Rousseau's theory provides the starting point
and the basic material for any discussion of die participatory theory of
democracy and Cole's theory provides one attempt to translate the in-
sights of Rousseau's theory into a modern setting.

Cole's social and political theory is built on Rousseau's argument that
will, not force, is the basis of social and political organisation. Men must
co-operate in associations to satisfy their needs and Cole begins by looking
at 'the motives that hold men together in association' and the 'way in
which men act through associations in supplement and complement to
their actions as isolated or private individuals' (1920, pp. 6 and 11). To
translate their will into action in a way that does not infringe upon their
individual freedom, Cole argues that men must participate in the organisa-
tion and regulation of their associations. The idea of participation is central
to his theory. 1 assume', he says, echoing Mill's criticism of Bentham's
political theory, 'that the object of social organisation is not merely mater-
ial efficiency, but also essentially the fullest self-expression of all the
members.' Self-expression 'involves self-government' and this means
that we must 'call forth the people's full participation in the common
direction in the affairs of the community' (1920, p. 208). This, in turn,
involves the fullest freedom of all the members for 'freedom is to find
perfect expression' (1918, p. 196). Cole also says, again following Rous-
seau, that the individual is 'most free where he co-operates with his equals
in the making of laws'. *

Cole's theory is a theory of associations. Society as he defined it is a
'complex of associations held together by the wills of their members'.*
If the individual is to be self-governing then he not only has to be able to
participate in decision making in all the associations of which he is a
member but the associations themselves have to be free to control their
own affairs (Cole regarded the interference of the state as the main
danger here), and if they were to be self-governing in this sense then they
have to be roughly equal in political power. In The World of Labour Cole

1 Cole (1919. p. 182). But Cole did not accept that freedom consisted in obedience
to these laws; he regarded laws as 'the scaffolding of human freedom; but they are
not part of the building* (1918, p. 197).

* Cole (1920a, p. 12). It should, perhaps, be noted that Cole did not see the whole life
of the individual encompassed in these groups. Much of his life, and some of its
most valuable aspects, found expression outside association; the individual is 'the
pivot on which the whole system of institutions turns. For he alone has in him the
various purposes of the various institutions bound together in a single personality'.
(1918, p. 191).
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

argues that the suppression of groups in the French Revolution was an
historical accident because of the privileges they then happened to possess,
and he adds that 'in recognising that where there must be particular
associations, they should be evenly matched, Rousseau admits the group
principle to be inevitable in the great state. We may then regard the new
philosophy of groups as carrying on the true egalitarian principles of the
French Revolution* (1913, p. 23).

This theory of associations is linked to his theory of democracy through
the principle of function, 'the underlying principle of social organisation9

(1920, p. 48). Cole thought that 'democracy is only real when it is con-
ceived in terms of function and purpose' and the function of an association
is based on the purpose for which it was formed (1920a, p. 31). Every
association that 'sets before itself any object that is of more than the most
rudimentary simplicity finds itself compelled to assign tasks and duties, and
with these powers and a share of authority, to some of its members in
order that die general object may be effectively pursued' (1920, p. 104).
That is, representative government (in the wide sense of that latter term)
is necessary in most associations. In Cole's view existing forms of represen-
tation are misrepresentation for two reasons. First, because the principle of
function has been overlooked, the mistake has been made of assuming that
it is possible for an individual to be represented as a whole and for all
purposes instead of his being represented in relation to some well-defined
function. Second, under the existing parliamentary institutions the elector
has no real choice of, or control over, his representative, and the system
actually denies the right of the individual to participate because 'having
chosen his representative, the ordinary man has, according to that theory,
nothing left to do except to let other people govern him'. A system of
functional representation, on the other hand, implies 'the constant partici-
pation of the ordinary man in the conduct of those parts of the structure of
Society with which he is directly concerned, and which he has therefore the
best chance of understanding'. 1

Thus in Cole's theory there is a distinction between the existence of
representative 'institutional arrangements' at national level and democracy.
For the latter the individual must be able to participate in all the associa-
tions with which he is concerned; that is to say, a participatory society is
necessary. The democratic principle, Cole says, must be applied 'not only
or mainly to some special sphere of social action known as "politics", but
to any and every form of social action, and, in especial, to industrial and
economic fully as much as to political affairs' (1920a, p. 12). This notion
is in fact implicit in Cole's 'new philosophy of groups' that he built on the

1 Cole (1920, p. 114); see also pp. 104-6.

37

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511720444.002
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Cambridge University Main, on 07 Dec 2020 at 18:46:03, subject to the

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511720444.002
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


PARTICIPATORY THEORY

foundation laid by Rousseau, for it is to apply Rousseau's insights about
the functions of participation to the internal organisation of all associations
and organisations. For Cole, therefore, like Mill, the educational function
of participation is crucial, and he also emphasises that individuals and their
institutions cannot be considered in isolation from each other. He remarks
in Guild Socialism Restated that if Guild Socialist theory was largely a
theory of institutions this was not because

it believes that the life of men is comprehended in their social machinery, but because
social machinery, as it is good or bad, harmonious or discordant with human desires
and instincts, is the means either of furthering, or of thwarting, the expression of
human personality. If environment does not, as Robert Owen thought, make charac-
ter in an absolute sense, it does direct and divert character into divergent forms of
expression (1920a, p. 25).

Like Mill, Cole argued that it was only by participation at the local level
and in local associations that the individual could 'learn democracy'. 'Over
the vast mechanism of modern politics the individual has no control, not
because the state is too big, but because he is given no chance of learning
the rudiments of self-government within a smaller unit9 (1919, p. 157).
Actually, Cole has rather disregarded the implications of his own argu-
ments here; the fact that the modern state is so big is one important reason
for enabling the individual to participate in the 'alternative' political areas
of society, a fact that Cole's writings show him to be well aware of.

The important point, however, is that in Cole's view industry provided
the all-important arena for the educative effect of participation to take
place; for it is in industry that, outside Government, the individual is
involved to the greatest extent in relationships of superiority and subor-
dination and the ordinary man spends a great deal of his life at work. It was
for this reason that Cole exclaimed that the answer that most people would
give to the question 'what is the fundamental evil in our modern society?'
would be the wrong one: 'they would answer POVERTY, when they
ought to answer SLAVERY' (1919, p. 34). The millions who had been
given the franchise, who had formally been given the means to self-
government had in fact been 'trained to subservience' and this training
had largely taken place during the course of their daily occupation. Cole
argued that 'the industrial system . . . is in great measure the key to the
paradox of political democracy. Why are the many nominally supreme
but actually powerless? Largely because the circumstances of their lives
do not accustom or fit them for power or responsibility. A servile system
in industry inevitably reflects itself in political servility' (1918, p. 35).
Only if the individual could become self-governing in the workplace,
only if industry was organised on a participatory basis, could this training
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

for servility be turned into training for democracy and the individual
gain the familiarity with democratic procedures, and develop the necessary
'democratic character* for an effective system of large-scale democracy. *

For Cole, like Rousseau, there could be no equality of political power
without a substantive measure of economic equality and his theory pro-
vides us with some interesting indications of how die economic equality
in Rousseau's ideal society of peasant proprietors might be achieved in a
modern economy. In Cole's view 'the abstract democracy of the ballot
box' did not involve real political equality; the equality of citizenship
implied by universal suffrage was only formal and it obscured the fact that
political power was shared very unequally. 'Theoretical democrats', he
said, ignored 'the fact that vast inequalities of wealth and status, resulting
in vast inequalities of education, power and control of environment, are
necessarily fatal to any real democracy, whether in politics or any other
sphere.'*

One of Cole's major objections to the capitalist organisation of industry
was that under it labour was just another commodity and so the 'human-
ity' of labour was denied. Under the Guild Socialist system this human-
ity would be fully recognised, which would mean 'above all else, the
recognition of the right. . . to equality of opportunity and status' (1918,
p. 24). It is the latter that is really important; only with the equalisation of
status could there be the equality of independence that, as we have seen from
the discussion of Rousseau's theory, is crucial for the process of participa-
tion. Cole thought that there would be a move toward the equalisation of
incomes, final equality arising through the 'destruction of the whole idea
of remuneration for work done' (1920a, pp. 72-3), but the abolition of
status distinctions plays a larger role in his theory. Partly this would
come about through the socialisation of the means of production under a
Guild Socialist system because classes would then be abolished (by defini-
tion—Cole used the term in a Marxian sense), but of more (practical)
importance were two other factors. Under a participatory system there
would no longer be one group of 'managers' and one group of'men', the
latter having no control over die affairs of the enterprise, but one group of
equal decision makers. Secondly, Cole saw a participatory organisation of

* Implicit in all Cole's writings on the necessity of a participatory society is the
hypothesis that participation will have an intcgrativc effect. This underlies his many
references to 'community' and the importance he attaches to local participatory
institutions where men can learn the 'social spirit*. In the industrial sphere it is the
basis of the assumption that the new form of organisation would lead to co-opera-
tion and fellowship in a community of workers instead of the usual industrial con-
flict. See Cole (1920, p. 169) and (1920a, p. 45).

* Cole (1920a, p. 14); see also (1913, p- 421).
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PARTICIPATORY THEORY

industry leading to the abolition of the fear of unemployment for the
ordinary man, and so to the abolition of the other great status distinction,
inequality in security of tenure of employment.

However, although Cole's democratic theory hinges on the establish-
ment of this equality of status in industry, he was (despite Schumpeter's
strictures on this point) very conscious of the problem of the preservation
of leadership under such a democratic system, and he thought that the
principle of function provided an answer. If representation (leadership) was
organised on a functional basis then it was possible to have 'representa-
tives' rather than 'delegates'. The latter seemed necessary because it
appeared to be the only way that control could be exercised by the elector-
ate given that 'as soon as the voters have exercised their votes their
existence as a group lapses until the time when a new election is required'.
Functional associations, by contrast, can have a continuous existence,
so can continually advise, criticise and, if necessary, recall the representa-
tive. They also have an additional merit in that 'not only will the representa-
tive be chosen to do a job about which he knows something, but he will
be chosen by persons who know something of it too'.*

Although Cole regarded 'material efficiency' as only one object of
social and political organisation, he thought that a participatory society
would be superior in this respect also. Under conditions of economic
security and equality the profit motive—the motive df >'greed.and fear'—
would be replaced by the motive of free service and workers would see
that their efforts were for the benefit of the whole community. He
thought that there existed large untapped reserves of energy and initiative
in the ordinary man that a participatory system would call forth; it was
self-government that was the key to efficiency. The workers would never
be persuaded to give of their best 'under a system which from any moral
standpoint is utterly indefensible'.*

The main interest for our purpose in Cole's specific plan for self-
government in the workshop and other spheres, Guild Socialism, is that
it provides us with one man's notion, in great detail, of what a participa-
tory society might look like. Cole put forward several versions, but the
most theoretically pluralist is to be found in Guild Socialism Restated on

» Cole (1920, pp. 110-13). Such a system would go part of the way to meeting objec-
tions often raised about the amount of 'rationality' that a democratic system
requires of the voter. Carpenter (1966) has argued that Cole was untouched by the
insights of his day into the irrational elements of human behaviour. Be that as it
may, Cole like the other theorists of the participatory society took the view that
'rationality* was, at least in part, acquired through the process of participation.

2 Cole (1919, p. 181) and (1920b, p. 12). Some criticisms of Guild Socialism from an
economic point of view can be found in Glass (1966) and Pribicevic (1959).
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which this, very brief, account is based.1 The Guild Socialist structure was
organised, vertically and horizontally, from the grass roots upward and
was participatory at all levels and in all its aspects. The vertical structure
was to be economic in nature—for on good functionalist principles the
political and economic functions in society were to be separated. On the
economic side production and consumption were also differentiated.*
What are usually thought of as 'guilds' were actually to be the unit of
organisation on the production side. In the economic sphere Cole also
proposed the setting up of consumer co-operatives, utility councils (for
provision of gas, etc.), civic guilds to take care of health, education, etc.,
and cultural councils to 'express the civic point of view*—and any other
ad hoc bodies that might prove necessary in a particular area. The work-
shop was to be the basic 'building block9 of the guild and, similarly, the
grass root unit of each council, etc., was to be small enough to allow the
maximum participation by everyone. Each guild would elect representa-
tives to the higher stages of the vertical structure, to local and regional
guilds and councils, and at the highest level, to the Industrial Guilds
Congress (or its equivalent).

The purpose of die horizontal (political) structure was to give expression
to 'the communal spirit of the whole society*. Each town or country area
would have its own commune where the basic unit would be the ward,
again to allow maximum individual participation, and representatives
would be elected from the guilds, etc., and any other local bodies to the
commune on a ward basis. The next horizontal layer was to be composed
of regional communes, bringing together both town and country and
the regional guilds, and at the apex would be found the National Com-
mune which would, Cole thought, be a purely co-ordinating body
neither functionally, historically nor structurally continuous with the
existing state.

The precise merits or demerits of this particular blueprint do not con-
cern us here; as Cole himself said, 'the principles behind guild socialism

i Cole (1920a). An account of the development of Guild Socialism and a general dis-
cussion of its theory (Cole was only one of those concerned) can be found in Glass
(1966). Whether Cole's plan would have turned out to be as 'pluralist' as he intended
has been questioned. He thought that once Guild Socialism began to get under way
the state would gradually 'wither away' from lack of a real function, but it has
been argued that his National Commune, the new 'co-ordinating' body, would have
turned out to be the state renamed in most essentials.

* It was over this last division that Cole differed both from the collectivists and the
advocates of co-operation because neither of these allowed the right of the producer
to self-government, and from the syndicalists because they did not admit that con-
sumers needed special representation.
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are far more important than the actual forms of organisation which
guild socialists have thought out9 (1920c, p. 7), and it is with these prin-
ciples, the principles underlying the theory of participatory democracy,
and the question of their empirical relevance at the present time, that we are
concerned.

The very great difference between the theories of democracy discussed
in this chapter and the theories of those writers whom we have called the
theorists of representative government makes it difficult to understand
how the myth of one 'classical9 theory of democracy has survived so long
and is so vigorously propagated. The theories of participatory democracy
examined here were not just essays in prescription as is often claimed,
rather they offer just those 'plans of action and specific prescriptions9 for
movement towards a (truly) democratic polity that it has been suggested
are lacking. But perhaps the strangest criticism is that these earlier theorists
were not, as Berelson puts it, concerned with the 'general features neces-
sary if the (political) institutions are to work as required9, and that they
ignored the political system as a whole in their work. It is quite clear that
this is precisely what they were concerned with. Although the variable
identified as crucial in those theories for the successful establishment and
maintenance of a democratic political system, the authority structures of
non-Governmental spheres of society, is exactly the same,one that
Eckstein indicates in his theory of stable democracy, the conclusions
drawn from this by the earlier and later theorists of democracy are en-
tirely different. In order that an evaluation of these two theories of democ-
racy can be undertaken I shall now briefly set out (in a similar fashion to the
contemporary theory of democracy above), a participatory theory of
democracy drawn from the three theories just discussed.

The theory of participatory democracy is built round the central asser-
tion that individuals and their institutions cannot be considered in isolation
from one another. The existence of representative institutions at national
level is not sufficient for democracy; for maximum participation by all
the people at that level socialisation, or 'social training9, for democracy
must take place in other spheres in order that the necessary individual
attitudes and psychological qualities can be developed. This development
takes place through the process of participation itself. The major function
of participation in the theory of participatory democracy is therefore an
educative one, educative in the very widest sense, including both the psy-
chological aspect and the gaining of practice in democratic skills and
procedures. Thus there is no special problem about the stability of a parti-
cipatory system; it is self-sustaining through the educative impact of the
participatory process. Participation develops and fosters the very qualities
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necessary for it; the more individuals participate the better able they be-
come to do so. Subsidiary hypotheses about participation are that it has an
integrative effect and that it aids the acceptance of collective decisions.

Therefore, for a democratic polity to exist it is necessary for a participa-
tory society to exist, i.e. a society where all political systems have been
democratised and socialisation through participation can take place in all
areas. The most important area is industry; most individuals spend a great
deal of their lifetime at work and the business of the workplace provides an
education in the management of collective affairs that it is difficult to paral-
lel elsewhere. The second aspect of the theory of participatory democracy
is that spheres such as industry should be seen as political systems in their
own right, offering areas of participation additional to the national level.
If individuals are to exercise the maximum amount of control over their
own lives and environment then authority structures in these areas must
be so organised that they can participate in decision making. A further
reason for the central place of industry in the theory relates to the sub-
stantive measure of economic equality required to give the individual the
independence and security necessary for (equal) participation; the democ-
ratising of industrial authority structures, abolishing the permanent dis-
tinction between 'managers9 and 'men9 would mean a large step toward
meeting this condition.

The contemporary and participatory theories of democracy can be con-
trasted on every point of substance, including the characterisation of
'democracy* itself and the definition of'political9, which in the participa-
tory theory is not confined to the usual national or local government
sphere. Again, in the participatory theory 'participation9 refers to (equal)
participation in the making of decisions, and 'political equality9 refers to
equality of power in determining the outcome of decisions, a very differ-
ent definition from that in the contemporary theory. Finally, the justifica-
tion for a democratic system in the participatory theory of democracy
rests primarily on the human results that accrue from die participatory
process. One might characterise the participatory model as one where
maximum input (participation) is required and where output includes not
just policies (decisions) but also the development of the social and political
capacities of each individual, so that there is 'feedback9 from output to
input.

Many of the criticisms of the so-called 'classical9 theory of democracy
imply that the latter theory has only to be stated for it to become obvious
that it is unrealistic and outmoded. With the participatory theory of
democracy this is far from the case; indeed, it has many features that
reflect some of the major themes and orientations in recent political
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theory and political sociology. For example, the fact that it is a model of a
self-sustaining system might make it attractive to the many writers on
politics who, explicitly or implicitly, make use of such models. Again,
similarities between the participatory theory of democracy and recent
theories of social pluralism are obvious enough, although these usually
argue only that 'secondary* associations should exist to mediate between
the individual and the national polity and say nothing about the authority
structures of those associations. 1 The wide definition of the 'political' in
the participatory theory is also in keeping with the practice in modern
political theory and political science. One of the advocates of the contem-
porary theory of democracy discussed above, Dahl (1963, p. 6), has defined
a political system as 'any persistent pattern of human relationships that
involves to a significant extent power, rule or authority*. All this makes it
very odd that no recent writer on democratic theory appears to have re-
read the earlier theorists with these concerns in mind. Any explanation of
this would, no doubt, include a mention of the widely held belief that
(although these earlier theories are often said to be descriptive) 'traditional'
political theorists, especially theorists of democracy, were engaged in a
largely prescriptive and 'value-laden' enterprise and their work is thus held
to have little direct interest for the modern, scientific, political theorist.

Whatever the truth of that matter, the task that remains, an assessment of
the empirical realism and viability of the participatory theory of democ-
racy, can now be undertaken: is the notion of a participatory society
Utopian fantasy—and dangerous fantasy at that? The exposition of the
theory immediately raises several questions of importance. For example,
there is the problem of the definition of 'participation'; clearly where
direct participation is possible then the definition is relevant but it is not
clear, even though the individual would have more opportunities for
political participation in a participatory society, how far the paradigm of
direct participation can be replicated under conditions where representation
is going to be widely necessary. No answer to this question can be attemp-
ted, until a good deal of analysis has been undertaken. The theory of
participatory democracy stands or falls on two hypotheses: the educative
function of participation, and the crucial role of industry, and attention
will be concentrated on these. A major point of dispute in the two theories
of democracy is whether industrial authority structures can be democratised
but before that question can be tackled a more basic question must be
asked. In the next chapter we shall begin by seeing if there is any evidence to
support the suggested link between participation in the workplace and other
non-governmental spheres and participation at the wider, national level.

* C£ Eckstein (1966, p. 191).
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