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Condensed paper

Dong Shitao

Review on Contemporary Western Participatory
Democratic Theory and Its Enlightenment to China

From the 1960s to 1970s,there is a strong growth of the development of
participatory democratic theory. Participatory democracy proposes the citi-
zens to take part in the making of decisions which concerns with their life,
and it also claims that the citizens should have more opportunities to partici-
pate in national political affairs and encourages their self management, be-
sides, it emphasizes civic participation in the social areas beyond the tradi-
tional understanding of politics. With more than twenty years’ development,
in the 1990s, the appearance of the study on participatory democracy in prac-
tice is the sign of a new era of participatory democratic theory. In the areas of
“movement for a new society”, “ innovation of city management” and
“movement for ecological conservation” ,there is an unprecedented spreading
and implementing of participatory democratic theory. There is a lack of com-
prehensive understanding of participatory democracy in domestic academia.
In order to make up for the defects, the author aims to make a systematic
study of participatory democracy,so as to promote the development of both
the theory and the practice of orderly civic participation in China.

I. Genealogy of Participatory Democratic Theory

The new word “participatory democracy” was originated from Arnold S.
Kaufman’ s proposition for “participatory politics” in the year 1960. The earli-
est sophisticated description of participatory emocracy from a political scien-
tist is Carole Pateman’ s book on this subject. In this book, she describes a
polity in which industry has been democratized and citizens are educated and
empowered by the democratic skills they learn through participation in the
workplace. Nearly ten years after Pateman presented her model of participa-
tory democracy, Macpherson argued for a participatory democracy which
“operates through a parliamentary or congressional structure” , who is espe-
cially concerned with the prohibitive effects social and economic inequalities
have on the realization of participatory democracy. Jane Mansbridge ,too, con-
tributed to the development of participatory democratic theory by drawing a
distinction between “adversary” and “unitary” democracy. Later, another
scholar Cronin, in his book Direct Democracy , who investigates three kinds of
direct democratic polity design,which are “popular initiative” , “ referendum”
and “recall system”. Cronin concludes that “participatory democracy is of-
ten—if not always—unitary”. In the 1980s, on a philosophical level, Barber
points out the serious consequences caused by liberalism democracy. On a

— 279 —



Academics 2010.6

practical level, Barber develops a theoretical model of a participatory polity,
that is “strong democracy?”. This is a theme that is expounded upon by Car-
ole Gould,who asserts that “democratic decision — making not only should
apply to politics, but should be extended to economic and social life as well”.
From then on,a number of the most comprehensive and thoughtful books on
the subject of participatory democracy were being published. Acknowledging
this trend, Bachrach and Botwinick call for a restoration of participatory dem-
ocratic theory.

I1. Development of Participatory Democratic Theory

Joel D. Wolf defends the possibility of the exertion of participatory de-
mocracy in large organization. In Wolf’ s view,in order to support participato-
ry democracy,it is necessary to restrain the difficulties of participation of the
formal representative organizations and mass control, which can provide mo-
tivity for the citizens and provide the underlying basis for the realization of
the modernistic associations and party organizations. Pierre Calame, who
gives a comprehensive consideration to the participatory democratic theory,
integrating participatory democratic theory into governance theory and tries
to strenthen the former,making it as the lever of the governance theory inva-
tion. Pierre believes that the foremost function of participatory democracy is
try to mend the theory of democracy and rebuilt its validity. Jean — Jacques
Affleck discusses the necessity of the development of participatory democra-
cy from the point of view of the limitaitons of representative institutions. In
his view , the right of ballot only belongs to the citizens for just one day,which
is the patent of the governers after the day of voting. If we want to promote
the development of participatory democracy,the most important quastion is
to establish more channels, as which can help the individuals and organizai-
tons to get the indispensable conditions for wielding power and then making
the best use of the power in improving their life and environment.

I1I. Critics on Participatory Democratic Theory -

Sartori thinks that the proximal notions of participatory democracy are
direct democracy and referendum , whereas, he points out that the conditions
for direct democracy are disappeared in modern society. Sartori hammered
the fact that only in small organizations participatory making sense. Robert
Jay Lancy considers that,to some extent,the influence of participatory demo-
cratic theory is mainly limited in academic circle,and this was intensified by
the famous democracy theorist Schapiro. In Schapiro’ s latest book on the
schools of democracy thoery, the literature of participatory democracy does
not appear. Schapiro argues that the state of democratic theory is character-
ized by the debate between “ minimalist aggregative” and “deliberative” mod-
els. The term “ participatory democracy” does not appear together in his
book. Shapiro assumes that participatory democratic theory has been sub-
sumed in deliberative democratic theory; that is to say, the author assumes
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that deliberative democracy is also a species of participatory democracy.
Whereas , Shapiro’ s account of contemporary democratic theory is problemat-
ic for at least two reasons; First,participatory democratic theory continues to
appear in the literature of American political science,though the number is in
a much diminished way and it is frequently being criticized. Second,if we re-
move the typical American - centric blinders of many western political scien-
tists, we will have a better understanding of participatory democratic theory
and practice ,not only surviving but positively thriving in countries all over the
world.
IV. Participatory Democracy VS Deliberative Democracy

American political science often tends to dwell on the muddled concep-
tual relationship between deliberative democratic theory and participatory
democratic theory. Some examples of this quandary can be found in the re-
cent work of Diana C. Mutz. Diana is in favor of the viewpoints of the deliber-
ative democratic theorists, while she concludes that “my empirical work. ..
has led me to believe that there are fundamental incompatibilities between
theories of participatory democracy and theories of deliberative democracy. ”
It is this sort of conceptual confusion and selectivity that renders the debate
between deliberative theorists and participatory theorists problematic. Frank
M. Bryan’s Real Democracy is a book objecting of inquiry the much celebrat-
ed New England town meeting and there are a lot of impressive case studies
of the internal jobs of town meeting. For Bryan,the “real” democracy entails
direct democracy ,but then he limits democracy to the “public sphere” of the
New England town meeting. A recent book of Archon Fung mainly discusses
how deliberation actually works in neighbors and intercommunity democracy
in Chicago. There is no mention of the ideas of Pateman and other participa-
tory theorists. This compels us to consider whether or not the tenets of delib-
erative democratic theory, particularly deliberation, are necessary and suffi-
cient conditions for participatory democracy. If we decide that they are,then
Bryan’s and Fung’ s studies are exemplars of participatory democracy. And if
that is our conclusion, these works of “participatory democracy” reflect the
most significant shift in the debate about participatory democracy in Ameri-
can political science. Namely,the extent to which older theories of participa-
tory democracy have superseded by deliberative theories of democracy. If ;in-
deed, deliberative democracy is the new participatory democracy, the former
may be said to have certainly superseded the latter. But, if we hold firm to the
key tenets of participatory democracy as described by the scholars such as
Pateman, Barber , Gould, and Bachrach and Botwinick, contemporary delibera-
tive democracy must be judged theoretically distinct.
V. Studies on Participatory Democracy in Practice

In recent years, participatory democracy in practice is becoming increas-
ingly popular, which boosts the rapid increase of the research bibliography in
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this field around the world. One recent collection of essays represents the ex-
ploding interest in participatory democratic theory and practice outside of the
United States. According to Boaventura de Sousa Santos, the editor of the vol-
ume, ,the contributors to the volume touch on those “new dynamics” by crit-
ically evaluating the hegemonic liberal representative model of democracy by
demonstrating the ways in which that model is problematic. From popular
democratic movements in India, to participatory democratic struggles against
apartheid in South Africa,to women struggling for political access in Mozam-
bican society and to Columbian citizens fighting for democratic rights, the
theory of participatory democracy is strongly tested. Participatory democratic
theory and practice seems acutely manifest in contemporary Brazil. William
R. Nylen has thoroughly analyzed the confrontation between “participatory”
and “elite” democracy in Brazil. Focusing on the representative medium -
sized Brazilian cities of Betim and Belo Horizonte, Nylen has made a lot of
field research in order to test fundamental claims of participatory democratic
theory, and the conclusions are as following. first, political participation in-
cludes mostly non - elites; second, previously excluded groups become em-
powered by participating in their self — governance; third, representation be-
comes more representative due to the cross - section of citizens who directly
participate and thus represent those who choose not to. Gianpalol, too, has
written about participatory democracy in Brazil and investigates the quality of
that participation. More specifically, Gianpalol focuses his attention on the
practice of participatory budgeting democracy in Porto Alegre. The author
concludes that the participatory budgeting effectively functioned outside of
the state realm. The work of Nylen and Gianpalol demonstrate the continuing
contemporary relevance of participatory democratic theory. Evidence from
outside of the U. S. suggests that at least some of what the participatory dem-
ocratic theorists suspected about the affects of democratic participation is ac-
curate. The Brazilian studies discussed above provide ? provable data in sup-
port of ,and in opposition to,the theoretical claims of participatory democrat-
ic theorists. Yet, moreover, regardless whether these studies affirm or refute
the claims of participatory democratic theorists and despite the obliviousness
of most American political scientists, these studies unquestionably demon-
strate the continuing vitality of participatory democratic theory.
VI. Participatory Democracy and China

Recently, “ citizen participation” is also increasingly becoming a society-
hot and a focus question in the academia in China. At the same time ,most of
the researches inside and outside are limited to election participation in the
horizon of liberal democratic theory. There is a lack of analysis from the view
of diversified democratic theories, and the study and understanding of the
western participatory democratic theory is not thorough enough. It is necessa-
1y to make an intensive study of the contemporary western participatory dem-
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ocratic theories, methods and techniques,as which will do good to the devel-
opment of citizen participation in China. The important significances of stud-
ying contemporary western participatory democratic theory including. 1) To
help us to have a comprehensive and thorough understanding of the main-
stream of the western liberal democracatic theories, simultaneously, remin-
ding us to keep a sober mind to the weaknesses of these theories. The emer-
gence of participatory democratic theory is originated from the analysis and
critique of liberal democratic theory,and it is a perfection and surpass of lib-
eral democratic theory. The understanding of the inadequacy of it is further
than any other theory, which also provides us a ready - made, high quality
photoscope—help us not only make use of the experiences of liberal demo-
cratic theory,but also keep a clear mind about its shoricomings. 2) To con-
tribute to draw on critically the experiences of the research findings of delib-
erative democracy. Deliberative democracy is developed on the basis of par-
ticipatory democratic theory with the discussion of how to resolve the orderly
active participation of citizens, which belongs to generalized participatory
democratic theory. Without a deep analysis of the participatory democratic
theory,we can not make a comprehensive understanding of the development
history and inner logic of the deliberative democracy.3)To? provide? useful
experience and lessons for? enlarging the orderly political participation of
Chinese citizens. The increasing of citizen’ s orderly political participation and
the cultivating of positive and rational citizen rather than passive and atom-
ized citizen are the 7 basis? and? premise of Chinese democracy develop-
ment. Encouraging the citizens to take part in political affairs is the most im-
portant focus of political reform in China. In a word, participatory democratic
theory gives us a good supply of both theoretical and practical resources. 4)
To provide helpful experience for the construction of Chinese grass - roots
democracy. Participatory democratic theory requires the extending of the con-
ception “politics” beyond the area of government, which calls for the partici-
pation from grass roots, from the small community, and from bottom to top
until involvement in national affairs. Participatory democratic theory is revela-
tory in the gradual advancing of Chinese grass -roots democracy.

Public Management School of Xiangtan University
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