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Preface

It is an extraordinary pleasure to present Klaus von Beyme as a Pioneer in the 
Study of Political Theory and Comparative Politics whom I have known as a 
scholar for over 30 years, and whom I have never ceased to like personally and to 
respect professionally. Let me assure you this happens rarely.

Klaus von Beyme and I struck up an acquaintance 11 IPSA congresses 
ago, at the 1979 World Congress in Moscow, an exercise in ‘peaceful coexist-
ence’ held at Lomonosov University. When we stepped out of an elevator in the 
(since demolished) Rossija Hotel, Beyme’s tightly packed travel bag burst open 
and spilled its contents on the hotel lobby’s floor. Without further ado, we both 
knelt and started dumping his clothing back into the bag. I like to picture the pre-
sent moment, which I treasure, as a sort of late sequel to that act of spontaneous 
collaboration.

Klaus von Beyme once wrote that, in analyzing politics between, as it hap-
pens, Madrid and Moscow, he had let himself be guided by the principle to 
treat each country with as much empathy as his own. No wonder: Beyme is 
fluent in seven, and his works have been translated into 10 languages, including 
Chinese, Korean, Polish, Croatian, Slowenian, Italian, Greek, and Spanish—
English as a matter of course. He has written on political theories and political 
systems (those of the United States, Soviet Russia, Spain, Italy, and Germany—
the latter work, several times updated, has meanwhile seen 10 printings), on 
Central-East Europe’s transition from Communism, on interest groups, political 
parties and comparative politics, on policy fields such as health, traffic, and res-
idential construction. And he has devoted an increasing amount of sophisticated 
thinking to ways in which political science relates to the social and cultural 

This text represents an address by Rainer Eisfeld that was delivered at the Mattei Dogan Award 
Session on July 12, 2012, XXII World Congress of Political Science in Madrid. The permission 
to use this speech as a preface to this volume was granted by Rainer Eisfeld. See also the tribute 
at the IPSA Website at: http://archive.org/details/AwardSession-2012PrizeOfTheFoundationMat-
teiDoganAwardedByThe?start=3113.5
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world around it, with a focus on architecture and on art. Whoever wishes to 
extend inquiries beyond the discipline’s traditional limits, may draw encourage-
ment from him.

Beyme was the first West German exchange student to study in Moscow dur-
ing the late 1950s, and he distinguished himself as a Research Fellow at Harvard 
University’s Russian Research Center immediately afterward. Lomonosov 
University made him a Honorary Professor only 2 years ago for his significant con-
tributions both to the development of political science and to relations between that 
Moscow University and its German counterparts. For 7 years, Beyme served on the 
Research Council of the European University Institute in Florence. He was a Fellow 
both at the Wissenschaftskolleg Berlin and at the Maison des Sciences de l’Homme 
in Paris. Bearer of an honorary doctorate from Berne University in Switzerland, a 
former president of the German Political Science Association in the 1970s and of 
IPSA in the early 1980s, Beyme is a rare example of the political scientist as global 
scholar and public intellectual.

A public intellectual has been defined as one who seeks to advance both knowl-
edge and human freedom. Beyme has always been extremely reticent about pub-
licly avowing his fundamentally humanist orientation. But he did, now and then, 
refer to the impressions deeply imprinted on his memory of fleeing, as a 10-year-
old boy, from the burning city of Breslau, only to find the city of Halberstadt, upon 
his arrival, equally in flames. Small wonder that he concluded a 1987 work on 
post-World War II architecture and urban development policies in the two German 
states with a remarkably unequivocal sentence. I quote: “The surviving Germans’ 
sense of having escaped, in the Second World War, by the skin of their teeth needs 
to be transformed into the awareness that, in a Third World War, peoples would 
lose more than their cities’ visual identity.”

Even before he became IPSA President, Beyme supported admitting the German 
Democratic Republic to our organization. At the time, the East German delegates 
were still working miracles when traveling to IPSA conferences: They boarded 
their plane as jurists, economists or philosophers, exiting it as political scientists. 
“Change through closer ties” was Beyme’s often affirmed policy. He and Secretary 
General John Trent even found a face-saving formula that allowed the Republic of 
China—at least for half a decade—to join IPSA without alienating Taiwan.

My German colleague Wolfgang Merkel has remarked about Beyme that 
“his theoretical creativity has always been constrained by the scruples of his 
enormous historical and empirical knowledge”. Beyme’s 1994 work on System 
Transformation in Eastern Europe, subsequently translated into English and 
Korean—another divided nation there—, provides a perfect example of a work 
saturated with conceptional and historical insight, replete with sophisticated obser-
vations. Every such study would have looked at institution building, dealt with 
social and ethnic cleavages and their effects on the establishment of political par-
ties, focused on the formidable problem of synchronizing political and economic 
transformations. Beyme went beyond.

He provided an incisive analysis of ‘transformation without elite exchange’: 
in administration, in the economy, in academe (excepting the former GDR), but 
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also in politics, particularly in Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia, and Russia. He 
argued that the concept of civil society, developed as a counter ideology to actu-
ally existing socialism, mirrored not a few intellectuals’ anti-political stance and 
their lack of familiarity with economic matters. In Beyme’s opinion, the notion’s 
idealistic features fit the often harsh new political and economic realities badly. 
He identified nationalism as a much more potent force when it came to provid-
ing political legitimation and psychological gratifications under conditions of 
economic downturn, and he correctly foresaw that it was nationalism which, for a 
considerable period, would come to fill the ideological vacuum. Beyme’s account 
of ethnic policies under socialism—“culminating in the right to establish folk 
dance groups”, as he ironically notes—their mobilizing post-1989 consequences, 
and a few beginnings of new minority policies—that account is among his book’s 
most perceptive chapters.

In another masterful, tightly argued chapter, linking the three dimensions of the 
political—polity, politics, and policies—Beyme explored the complex processes 
which had steadily eroded the legitimacy of the socialist system. However, as 
Beyme has also emphasized time and again: The discipline had absolutely failed 
to predict the collapse of existing socialism, and theories of totalitarianism, with 
their emphasis on terror and coercion, had impeded rather than helped along any 
attempts at assessing future developments. Different paradigms had not prevented 
their advocates either from making false assumptions. Here Beyme was character-
istically candid; he himself had preferred the interest group approach pioneered 
by Gordon Skilling. Ever the skeptical realist, Beyme maintained then, and he 
remains convinced now:

Political science cannot predict processes on the macrolevel. Neither the stu-
dent rebellion, nor the oil crisis, nor finally the rise of fundamentalism were fore-
cast by the discipline. “Informed guesswork”, according to Beyme, is the best we 
may expect.

Comparative Political Science his almost latest book published 3 years ago, 
assembles 21 articles and chapters from the past decade in three sections—
‘Comparing Theories’, ‘Comparing Institutions’, and ‘Comparing Policies’. These 
pieces attest to Beyme’s undiminished intellectual curiosity and creativity. As an 
example, a single chapter must suffice here: A tightly structured review of five 
decades of German health policy—of the visions and the conundrums, the deci-
sions and the nondecisions, the attempts at regulation and the barriers against such 
efforts, the interplay of historical inheritances, institutional structures, and organ-
ized interests. These mere 10 pages impress the reader as nothing short of brilliant.

Of the volume’s chapters, three focus on cultural and art policy. When Klaus 
von Beyme began writing about culture and politics in 1987, he started out with 
a book on the part played by architecture and urban planning in the process of 
rebuilding the two Germanys after 1945—because he held that “no field of art is 
as strongly impregnated politically as architecture and urban development”. More 
such works followed: on German cultural policy; on The Art of Power and the 
Countervailing Power of Art; on Age of Avantgardes: Art and Society, 1905–1955; 
finally on Fascination of the Exotic: Exoticism, Racism and Sexism in Art.
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The Art of Power and the Countervailing Power of Art contained the gist of 
Beyme’s considerations on the relationship between art, polity, and politics.  
I quote:

Since the Renaissance, politics increased its autonomy by a symbiosis with art, which 
served the aesthetic legitimation of authority… In democracies with universal suffrage 
and parliamentary responsibility of governments, art and power abandoned that tempo-
rary symbiosis and began growing apart… Nowadays, aesthetical orchestration of politics 
pushes aside art as a technique for legitimating authority… To the extent that the state 
promotes art only marginally…, economics finds its way into art production.

In a chapter on “Architecture in the Service of Awe and Intimidation”, Beyme 
identified early modern monumentalism as an expression of agonistic soci-
etal pluralism and subsequent twentieth century sites for mass rallies, to be filled 
with indoctrinated crowds, as a distinguishing mark of totalitarian dictatorships. 
In another chapter on “The October Revolution’s Political Myths in the Arts”, he 
argued that “mythologizing the collective” had been the revolution’s most important 
integrative mechanism, on which Stalin had later been able to build his show trials.

In 2008, Klaus von Beyme received the Schader Foundation Award, one of the 
most important German awards given to social scientists, for distinguishing him-
self in the “dialog between the social sciences and practical life”. Beyme’s work 
provides an enduring incentive not to settle for political studies in the sense of a 
reductionist science focusing on the ‘management’ of parliamentary and party 
government. Rather, political scientists should sharpen their minds and open their 
hearts to addressing those pressing national, regional, and global challenges which 
transcend any self-imposed confines of our discipline. In concluding, I would like 
to refer to just a single instance indicating issues of the kind which a political sci-
ence informed by Klaus von Beyme’s example might be addressing more widely.

In his treatise on world poverty and human rights, Yale political philosopher 
Thomas Pogge has argued that Western political and financial institutions are 
deeply implicated in actively maintaining the corrupt and oppressive rulers of 
impoverished states, due to the interest of affluent democracies in obtaining access 
to natural resources and in issuing lucrative loans. Sufficient material may be 
found in Pogge’s essays which the discipline might debate with a view to speaking 
out in favor of a more just and more equitable organization of political processes 
and institutions, both nationally and internationally.

It is my profound conviction that awarding the Mattei Dogan Prize to Klaus von 
Beyme for his outstanding achievements will provide a powerful boost to the kind 
of political science which does not shy away from incorporating historical dynam-
ics, societal conflicts, and embedded power relations, and which supports men and 
women—wherever they may live—in their quest to participate more effectively, 
more knowledgeably, and more freely in today’s political decision making.

Rainer Eisfeld
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1.1  Personal Background

In 1995, fifty years after the end of World war II, a typical abstract debate was 
launched in Germany about whether 1945 meant ‘liberation’ or ‘collapse’ to the 
Germans.1 I was only ten years old in 1945 and, at the time I certainly did not 
have a mature perception of what had happened. In spite of the disaster of being 
expelled from Silesia and the hardships of escaping from the Soviet occupation 
zone to the West, the atmosphere for us youngsters was rather challenging as in a 
more serious game of ‘cops and robbers’ which we used to play. We were the rob-
bers and the allied troops were the cops. Our fathers were in Russian prisoner 
camps, so the youngsters had to organize food and timber for a mother with five 
children. Comparative Politics started for me in 1945: my mother gladly accepted 
coals stolen in a Russian camp, but she refused bread which I had obtained by 
breaking into a shelter of the American forces. Russians were considered as infe-
rior and enemies; Americans and British soldiers were accepted as behaving on the 
whole correctly and offering prospects for a more civil and democratic life in 
Germany. My interest in politics dated from the occupation years, as my zeal to 
learn Russian and Polish in the late school years was no doubt motivated by 
hatred. But hatred can grow into love. Only indifference is a poor motive for com-
paring nations.

1 This text was first published by © Klaus von Beyme: “Walking on Two Legs: Comparative 
Politics in East and West”, in: Hans Daalder (ed.): Comparative European Politics: The Story of 
a Profession. London, Pinter 1997: 215–226. The permission to reproduce this text in this book 
was granted on 30 April 2013 by Ms. Claire Weatherhead, Permissions Manager, Bloomsbury 
Publishing Plc, London, UK.

Chapter 1
Walking on Two Legs

Comparative Politics in East and West

K. von Beyme, Klaus von Beyme, SpringerBriefs on Pioneers in Science and Practice 14, 
DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-01535-4_1, © The Author(s) 2014
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Carl Joachim Friedrich, who came from Harvard University and accepted 
a part-time job at the University of Heidelberg, founded political science in 
Heidelberg. He became my teacher and he certainly had the deepest impact 
on my development, with the exception of Karl Deutsch whom I first met a 
MIT. Since the late 1950s I have divided my interests between East and West. 
Political Science was almost inexistent in the winter term when Friedrich 
taught at Harvard. So I went to ‘SciencesPo’ in Paris, working mostly with 
Maurice Duverger and Raymon Aron. When Adenauer established diplomatic 
relations with Moscow he negotiated not only the return of the last German 
prisoners of war but also a culture exchange of students. I went with the 
first crew of exchange students for one year to the Lomonosov University in 
Moscow. There was no political science and no possibility in 1959–1960 to 
work on the Soviet Union. I had to choose a topic on the history of political 
theory in Czarist Russia (von Beyme 1965). My Russian tutor was a professor 
of the history of economic ideas. Political Scientists at that time were sent to 
the Department of Economics, no doubt a useful experience for studying the 
Soviet system. Not only political theory—if it existed at all—was highly influ-
enced by political economy. The whole system was determined by economic 
efforts. It is not by chance that my largest comparative book on communist 
countries later dealt with Economics and Politics within Socialist Systems (von 
Beyme 1982). When I came back in 1960 Carl Friedrich recruited me for an 
academic career and organized a scholarship at the Russian Centre of Harvard 
University.

Friedrich wanted me to become a specialist in Soviet affairs. He even 
invited me to work with him on a new edition of his seminal book Totalitarian 
Dictatorship and Autocracy (Friedrich/Brzezinski 1956, 1965). Soon our differ-
ent views became between us: for one, I wanted to “walk on two legs”, I refused 
to submit a book on Soviet Federalism which I wrote for Friedrich’s series on 
federal systems, to the faculty as a ‘second doctorate’ (Habilitation) required 
for budding scholars to become a professor (von Beyme 1964a, b). I turned 
instead to a comparative study on Parliamentary Systems in Europe (von Beyme 
1970, English in: 2000). We had also different perceptions concerning totali-
tarianism. Abundant travels in all the Socialist countries had convinced me that 
there was a certain development in communist countries towards ‘authoritar-
ian rule with minimal pluralism’. Apparently Brzezinski, the co-author of the 
first edition of Totalitarian Dictatorship, also developed views different from 
Friedrich’s. The theory of totalitarianism involved the idea that “one possibility 
should be excluded, except in the satellites: the likelihood of an overthrow of the 
regimes by revolutionary action from within” (Friedrich/Brzezinski 1956: 375). 
Brzezinski pulled out, and the second edition was revised by Friedrich alone. In 
his contribution to the ‘Friedrich Festschrift’ Brzezinski wrote on “Dysfunctional 
Totalitarianism”. Without attacking his former teacher he gave voice to his dis-
sent on many details in the evaluation of totalitarian communist systems (in: von 
Beyme 1971a: 375–389).
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website on this book: <http://www.afes-press-books.de/html/SpringerBriefs_PSP_vonBeyme.htm>

1.2  Studies on Western Democracies

There was no chair on Soviet politics in Germany at that time, and I was advised 
to turn to comparative politics in East and West. After my ‘Habilitation’ in 1967, 
I accepted a chair in comparative politics at the University of Tübingen, where I 
stayed—next to Theodor Eschenburg the great instructor of Germans in the high-
brow press after war—from 1967 to 1974, after which I returned to Heidelberg. 
At Heidelberg I was not the legal successor to Carl Friedrich, but to the second 
holder of a chair in the department, Dolf Sternberger, another star in the German 
high-brow press. He had induced me to engage in parliamentary studies, but not 
because I agreed with him. I was rather opposed to his devoted Anglophile views. 
Sternberger fought all his life for a ‘British System’ in Germany. Under the Grand 

1.2 Studies on Western Democracies
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Coalition (1966–1969) in Bonn he even launched a campaign for the introduction 
of the British system of plurality vote. I was, instead, rather interested in disput-
ing the ideology which was widespread after the war in Germany that ‘true par-
liamentarianim’ of the British type should be contrasted to the French type of 
‘government d’assemblée’. The remnants of ‘consociationalism’ in Germany, 
developed in a long tradition of religious pluralism with West Germany (excluding 
Prussia) shared with the Netherlands, Switzerland and Austria, led me to become 
more interested in non-majoritarian systems. The project on “Small European 
Democracies” and contacts with Hans Daalder, Arend Lijphart, Stein Rokkan 
and Gerhard Lehmbruch, made the younger generation of political scientists in 
Germany more skeptical about the uncritical Anglomania of many scholars of 
the older generation. Only Carl Friedrich was free of it. He always had a strong 
interest in Switzerland, though he studied this country rather from the institutional 
point of view and hardly in the perspective of political sociology and political cul-
ture studies. In many historical studies on parliamentary systems since the French 
Revolution I discovered very different traditions of parliamentary government, 
especially in Scandinavia and the Benelux-states. A stay for several weeks in the 
Institut for Statskunskap under Nils Stjernquist in Lund was very decisive for the 
pluralization of my views.

The methodological problem arising in these comparative studies was that 
Anglomania in no way was limited to Germany liberals. The British model was 
influential via diffusion of ideas in many other countries which lacked the social 
conditions for imitating the British model. A by-product of this kind of ques-
tion was the study of competing models, especially of the American system on 
European constitutionalism (von Beyme 1987c). The functionalist debate at that 
time made me alert to the fact that the old anthropological debate, whether institu-
tions spread via ‘diffusion’ or spring up as ‘functional equivalents’ without direct 
impact from abroad, was pertinent to the development of political systems in com-
parative perspective. Semi-presidential systems and certain borrowings from the 
American models in Europe were frequently rather a search for the solution of 
a problem which created functional equivalents than a direct impact of a foreign 
device.

I had a parallel experience in another field of comparative politics, one which 
most political scientists left rather to sociologists: that of industrial relations. 
In Germany there was no tradition of studies on industrial relations in Political 
Science, though the term ‘Arbeitsbeziehungen’ was budding in the political debate 
under the rise of the Social Democrats into a governmental party. The problem on 
the continent in the roaring late 1960s and early 1970s was that trade unions were 
mostly studied in an ideological way. After the failure of the student’s rebellion 
the anarchical leaders of the movement turned into cadres for militant ‘mini-par-
ties’. They had no political success, but many of their leaders had some impact on 
the public debate and later on the ‘Green Party’. During the ‘hot autumns’, trade 
unions became for a while the hope for new forms of class struggles. In the mid-
1970s I turned to comparative studies on labour relations. Again, I was fascinated 
by the plurality of systems, which had resisted the unifying impact of Marxist 
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ideology in many countries. The model of German ‘co-determination’ was criti-
cized by the class-conscious researchers in the field. Scientific truth came rather to 
conclusion similar to those of a Communist French trade unionist, a leading mem-
ber of the CGT, who in a panel discussion complained:

On Sunday, we fundamentally criticize the German trade unions for their course of inte-
gration and adaptation to the system. On Monday, however, we have to go back to our 
factories and dream of a position which the German trade unions have in their factories: 
being strong and united and being accepted by the employer’s side and the government.

My study on Trade Unions and Industrial Relations (1980) was the first 
attempt in Germany to evaluate the various systems and to study trade unions and 
their role in different systems. With the smoothing down of ideological zeal more 
leftist researchers in Germany, too, slowly accepted my ‘industrial relations per-
spective’ on the topic.

The study of interest groups (von Beyme 1969, 1980) and trade unions (1977, 
Engl. 1980) was embedded in activities of these organizations in the political sys-
tems. The missing link between interest groups and the political systems were 
quite naturally ‘political parties’ (von Beyme 1977; Engl. 1980). It was hardly 
possible to be original in the field of party studies, since parties were almost the 
only field which became exclusively the domain of political scientists. Only later 
constitutional lawyers have begun to deal with this topic more frequently, at least 
in those countries where parties are mentioned in the constitution. The German 
‘catch-all-parties’ were evaluated since Kirchheimer and others according to the 
‘Urpartei SPD’ in Germany: strong organization, strong ideology, strong social 
links, strong leaderships under ‘Kaiser’ Bebel who led his ‘attentive revolutionar-
ies’ like the emperor led the Prussian Army.

I opposed the nostalgia for parties of class struggle. Comparisons mostly relied 
on the major countries. I wanted to deal with party systems in a truly compara-
tive perspective, including the smaller countries, including the results in the vari-
ous national languages, largely neglected by the American literature, and avoiding 
doomsday scenarios about the decline of parties as a kind of reaction to the disap-
pointments felt towards parties when they failed to transform the whole society. 
A functionalist approach showed that certain functions of parties have declined, 
such as representation of segments of society and the mobilization of voters. Other 
functions, such as the recruitment function, are today more important than they 
used to be in the old days of the ‘parties of notables’ on the one hand and the left-
ist ‘mass parties’ on the other hand.

In the early 1990s the critique of the party state in many European countries led 
to a global rejection of parties. The links between the political élite (denounced 
as ‘the political class’) and the party state had to be studied more thoroughly ta 
former élite studies—including my own (von Beyme 1971, 1974) had done. I 
came to the conclusion that there is hardly a decline of parties going on in most 
countries, as conservative populists (including even our former Federal President 
von Weizsäcker) or Green leftists postulated. The Italian example had few con-
sequences in the German party state, so often compared with Italy. The ‘Lega 

1.2 Studies on Western Democracies
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ideology’, which claimed that the party nomenclatura of the old system would 
wither away as the nomenclatura did under Gorbachev in the communist countries, 
was hardly tenable (von Beyme 1995). The later Italian decline of the old party 
system under Berlusconi fortunately was an exception in Europe.

My attempts to walk on two legs seemed to have little in common with findings 
in Western and in Eastern communist systems. But the collapse of communism 
showed in East and West to what extent the scientific topics in comparative poli-
tics are shaped by historical events: trade unions were ‘out’ as a topic in the late 
1980s. Parties—for a long time considered as a topic of ‘grandpa’s political sci-
ence’ by the progressivists—were ‘in’ again. Party developments in East and West 
have been compared since 1989. In retrospective, my East European leg had to be 
re-evaluated (von Beyme 1995). My two areas of interest, Western democracy and 
communist autocracy, were not so unrelated as they may seem. Both areas were 
increasingly linked by a common outlook: the policy approach. As Chairman of 
the International Political Science Association (IPSA) (1982–1985) I tried to pro-
mote a combination of institutional studies and the new policy approach so pop-
ular in America, but hardly internalized by most European scholars in the early 
1980s (von Beyme 1986a). The policy approach was particularly fruitful in com-
munist studies because it helped to avoid endless repetitions of the institutional 
setting of repression in totalitarian systems and to evaluate fairly certain successes 
in the policy field.

The outcome orientation could be practiced even by a scholar in the field of 
international science policy involved in the activities of IPSA. Karl Deutsch and 
Candido Mendes, my predecessors, as well as my successors, Kenhide Mushakoji 
and Guillermo. O’Donnell, have tried a common line in dealing with the conflicts 
in the world. Unlike other scientific organisations, IPSA, so close to the political 
conflicts, was never threatened by disruption as sociological and psychological 
world associations, thanks to our course of mutually respecting the vital sphere 
of the respective powers. We have frequently been criticized for our ‘appeasement 
policy’. In one case, that of China, it failed for a while. Without the cooperation of 
Georgii Shakhnazarov, who later became one of the chief advisors of Gorbachev 
and did a lot to ‘social-democratize’ the outlook of top Soviet leaders in world 
politics, this course might have failed more frequently. In the long run this policy 
and the agreement-oriented approach paid off.

1.3  Studies in Communist Systems and the Transition to 
Democracy

My main criticism of the Sovietologists was that they had lost touch with their 
discipline and the new approaches developed in comparative politics. The study 
was mainly limited to official data—frequently distorted ones—and the ‘informed 
guesswork of Kremlinology’. A certain boredom attaching many Soviet Studies 
could not be overlooked. New approaches, as developed by Gordon Skilling in the 
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United States, using an interest group approach in the context of socialist countries 
were applied by myself at the same time. The Nestors of German Sovietology, 
Boris Meissner and Richard Löwenthal, attacked me vehemently for abandoning 
the totalitarian paradigm and even deleted certain critical remarks in the printed 
version of a presentation of 1966 on totalitarianism (von Beyme 1968). When I 
published a comparative and developmental comparison of communist coun-
tries (1975, Engl. edition 1982) the German ‘Ostforschung’ was mostly hostile 
because of my criticism of normative anti-communist credos which were the 
norm for dealing with the communist phenomenon. I went too far even for Peter 
Ludz, the most enlightened specialist on the German Democratic Republic. These 
minor quarrels with Ludz did not prevent the perception from outside that both 
of use were ‘embellishing the red system’ with the assumption that the commu-
nist countries were developing towards ‘consultative authoritarianism’. Both of us 
got the unusual honor of an attack by the most conservative party leader of that 
time, Franz Josef Strauss in a constitutional debate in the German Bundestag. He 
read passages from the books of Ludz and mine and asked the Social Democrats: 
“These are scholars not from East Berlin or Leipzig, but from Munich and 
Heidelberg and belong to your party. How do you dare to ask us why we state: 
‘Freedom instead of socialism?’.” Some years later Jürgen Habermas wanted 
to hire me for a triumvirate with Dahrendorf and himself in the Max-Planck-
Foundation. The Foundation declined and Habermas told me: “You don’t image 
how leftist your reputation is—you, whom I would at the utmost call a Social 
democratic centrist.” ‘Centrism’ was a good classification for me, I felt always 
between the extremes of left and right.

Our positivist attitude towards communism started from the assumption that the 
system works, that some of its underlying premises are acceptable though prob-
ably in the long run not feasible, and that consensus of the population was increas-
ingly organized via ‘Goulash- or Polski-Fiat-Communism’ and material benefits. 
Most of the Anglo-Saxon Sovietologists and some of the European specialists 
believed in the stability of the system. Most of us were, however, not as blind 
as the leading GDR specialist Gert-Joachim Glaessner, who in the month of the 
breakdown of the GDR published a book beginning with the introductory assump-
tion that nobody doubted any longer that the GDR had become ‘a legitimized sys-
tem’. Fortunately, I could not be included in the “gallery of scholars who failed 
in their predictions” (Hacker 1992), because they did not take seriously the fact 
that the majority of the East German population was still thinking in terms of one 
national state. A very unscientific sentiment saved me from errors, because I was 
myself—as most of those Germans born east of the Oder-Neisse-line—a German 
patriot believing in reunification one day. My only scientific reason for this kind of 
national optimism was the increasing dominance of the West German media in the 
GDR which might stir hidden national feelings as soon as the system underwent a 
deep crisis. This happened in 1989.

I shared the assumption that the Soviet Union was in crisis. But like most other 
scholars in the field, I did not anticipate its breakdown. Those who did, offered, 
however, the wrong reasons: “War with China” (Amalrik) or “revolution of the 

1.3 Studies in Communist Systems and the Transition to Democracy
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nationalities” (Carrère d’Encausse). Systems change in 1989 occurred while I was 
away on a conference of East European specialists in Australia. The colleagues 
lamented: “we are ruined. We have got to apply for inclusion in the history depart-
ment.” Turning to me, the only one working on Eastern and Western systems they 
added: “You are in a good position. Not all of your books are made rubbish by his-
tory.” I was not sure that my bestselling book on the German political system (11th 
edition 2010, English in 1983) would not be greatly affected by this systems change. It 
looked like the formation of a confederacy where new rules of the political game were 
negotiated by the two German states. Less than two years later, I was able, however, to 
issue the book under the same title with added chapters on the impact of West German 
institutions and policies in East Germany. Again we did not anticipate how complete 
the collapse of the separate East German system would be (von Beyme 1996).

Experiences of individual scholars are interesting only in the light of their 
consequences for the discipline of comparative politics. Looking back we have 
underrated many developments in the East. The more leftist writers on the Soviet 
Union were hopeful about the innovative capacity of socialist countries after the 
reforms of Khrushchev and the early Brezhnev era. Gorbachev (1989) has fixed 
the moment of decline in the mid-1970s. The oil crisis caused a deep crisis in the 
West. It overcame this astonishingly quickly, while the communist camp leaned 
back in self-righteous attitude and hailed ‘the final crisis of Imperialism’. It over-
looked that the satellites were increasingly affected by the oil crisis. The Soviet 
Union immediately prevented the imposition of new prices on its camp. But in the 
long run its resources got scarce and it had to hand over part of the prices on the 
world market to the COMECON-countries (von Beyme 1987c).

The perestroika since 1985 led to a strange reversal of attitudes: conservative 
normativists in the field, such as Boris Meissner in Germany, hailed Gorbachev 
and believed enthusiastically in his success because they were convinced that ‘men 
make history’. The liberal positivists—calling themselves with Popper and Hans 
Albert ‘critical rationalists’—like myself fell into pessimism for structural reasons 
and their knowledge of ‘revolutions from above’ that failed (von Beyme 1988b, 
1989). The collapse of communism in 1989 had quite a different impact on the sci-
entific community: the conservatives fell into a mood of opening bottles of cham-
pagne. No self-criticism afflicted them that their assumption of stability might be 
wrong. The more scientific positivists, on the other hand, experienced a crisis of 
the discipline: how was it that black Friday was possible? How was it possible that 
precise scientistic approaches—which emphasize a good prognosis, rather than a 
correct description of the situation (cf. Downs 1957: 21) proved unable to predict 
the collapse of the socialist camp? Even the conservative normativists shared the 
bias of positivism that prognosis should be avoided. The extrapolation of trends 
in a scientific prognosis on the basis of quantitative studies of indicators was close 
to this type of scholarship. Mises’s belief in the ‘infeasibility of socialism’ even as 
model was never taken seriously. Only after the collapse this book was reprinted 
and widely read. There was only one school of social theory in the 1980s which 
developed an argument consistent with the autopoetic version of systems theory, 
which held socialism was no longer feasible within a predominant world market 
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society. But the circle around H. R. Maturana and F. J. Varela was mostly not 
taken seriously by comparative politics at this time.

Systems change fascinated me from the outset—before it became a fashion. My 
first study in this area was on Spain. Parallel to developments in Western autocra-
cies and Eastern dictatorships became an interesting topic for me very early—in 
cooperation with Dante Germino (von Beyme 1974b). The liberalization process in 
the era of Khrushchev, for me offered hope of new developments towards the more 
authentic participation and well-being of the citizens in East European countries. 
Khrushchev’s attempt to liquidate Stalinism was, however, halted halfway. It is 
obvious that even this author overrated the possibilities for liberalization in Eastern 
Europe given the backlash of Neo-Stalinism in some countries. Comparisons 
between the consultative authoritarianism in the last days of the Franco Regime in 
Spain and some ‘People’s Democracies’ in the East seemed to be fruitful. In Spain, 
many predictions of future development towards liberalization and democratization 
proved to be correct (1971c). There were, however, errors in some details: I was in 
good company with Juan Linz, the scholar who did most to develop my interest in 
the transition from authoritarianism to democracy in general and my work on Spain 
in particular in wrongly predicting that a Christian Democratic Party might be the 
natural leading party after systems change in Spain.

1.4  Implications of Political Theory in the Comparative 
Perspective

I never dared to follow my teacher Carl Friedrich on the path of becoming an all-
round scholar, who combined political theory and comparative politics on equal 
footing. But teaching in small departments in Europe involves certainly multi-func-
tionalism. Friedrich succeeded in transmitting his theoretical interests also to those 
of his students who did not become professors of political philosophy. I started my 
critical reception of postmodern thought only after the collapse of socialism (von 
Beyme 1991a, b, 1992: 229ff). I remained, however, rather critical of applying 
new paradigms from biology and physics to the breakdown of authoritarianism. 
The theories of fluctuations and chaos did not, so far, exceed a rather metaphori-
cal application to the field of systems change. Moreover, useful predictions were 
no reason to accept wholesale the postmodern theories of the autopoetic vesion 
of systems theory. This new paradigm, which since Niklas Luhman had begun to 
dominate large parts of macro-sociological theory in Germany, as a kind of sub-
stitute for the structural assumptions of Neo-Marxism, which petered out in the 
1980s, was extremely hostile towards theories of political action.

Political Science—this was my hypothesis—will remain centered in the field 
of action theories. Autopoetic systems theories do not deny that many processes 
are steered by political actors, of even the ‘state’. But since theories start from the 
assumption that acting and steering are only possible within the code of various 
subsystems, they underrate political leadership. Processes influenced by political 

1.3 Studies in Communist Systems and the Transition to Democracy
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decision-makers are handed over to ‘history’, which only ex-post facto can trans-
late influences from one subsystem (e.g. the political one) to others (such as the 
economic and cultural spheres). Political Science in my perception specializes in 
middle-range theories. On the level of restrictions, it will have to take into consid-
eration certain insights of macro-theoretical systems theories. But political science 
will stubbornly continue to work on theories which are centered on the actor’s side. 
Political science and comparative politics, will, in the case of theories of systems 
change, also consider the first insights of theories of fluctuation and chaos. But our 
discipline should not become too fashionable, by adopting metaphors from biol-
ogy and physics which have not yet proved their usefulness in the context of social 
sciences (von Beyme 1992, 1996). There are two traditions of comparative politics 
deriving form Weber and Durkheim. The first tradition normally arrives in the end 
at historical typologies. The second is more theory-oriented, operationalizing indi-
cators for quantitative measurement. The first method has been considered inferior 
in its intellectual status by quantification-minded scholars favoring correlational 
methods. Smelser (1973) once called the Weberian type a ‘method of systematic 
comparative illustration’. The number of cases compared tends to be small and the 
possibility establishing systematic control over the sources of variation in social 
phenomena is reduced. Scientific generalizations seem hardly to be possible. But 
new approaches to comparative social research (cf. Ragin 1989: 15ff) have shown 
that the comparative method can be superior to the variable-oriented statistical 
methods in several ways: the piecemeal manner with no access to holistic notions. 
The traditional comparative method reflects irregularities and deviant cases. The 
comparative method in the Weberian tradition forces the researcher to become 
familiar with the cases relevant to the analysis, whereas the statistical methods only 
disaggregate cases into variable without entering into the analysis of individual 
differences among them. The normal goal of a variable-oriented investigation is 
to produce generalizations about relationships among variables, not to understand 
specific historical outcomes. I have remained interest in both.

1.5  Conclusion

Science is mortal, the more scientific a work, the quicker it seems to be dated. Even 
the exact natural sciences experience this every day. But political science is under 
a more serious threat: it is dated not only by new results but also by shifting fash-
ions as regards the questions asked. The collapse of regimes leads to a situation in 
which scientific results are of only historical interest, mostly no longer able to com-
pete with the results of historical studies. Once the archives are open, most politi-
cal science assumptions and prognoses are exploded by shells of counter-evidence 
from sources so far unknown. Only jurisprudence has a still smaller life-expectancy 
as regards its findings. The proverb: “One little act of the legislator can obliterate 
whole libraries every day” comes to mind. Some of my more historically-oriented 
early books had a longer life than later more theory-oriented works. But in the case 
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of Friedrich I was shocked by the experience that among his important books the 
work on ‘Totalitarian Dictatorship’—which was mostly wrong in its assumptions—
after his death was more frequently cited than his innovative books.

A meeting with Pope John Paul II in the Vatican in 1998. Source This photograph is from the 
author’s personal photo collection

The change of fashions does not even need the collapse of a system. Colin Crouch 
in Germany was more successful to promote his idea of a decline of democracy 
towards a system which he called ‘postdemocracy’ than in Britain. Again I felt chal-
lenged and wrote a little book From Postdemocracy to Neo-Democracy. My experi-
ence in the history of art showed me that most ‘post styles’, from post-impressionism 
to ‘post-dadaism’ after a while were revived by ‘Neo-Impressionism’ and ‘Neo-
Dadaism’. I was not sharing the view that there ever existed an ideal phase of democ-
racy—especially in Germany, though some writers embellished the Adenauer era as 
the highlight in German democracy. Crouch recognized correctly certain processes of 
decline, especially in the sphere of interest groups, but mostly overlooked innovative 
processes such as ‘democracy in the media’, positive forms of populism, the renewal 
of debates on the reform of democratic institutions and the revival of neo-normative 
debates on social justice in a system that might be called ‘neo-democracy’.

My excursions into architecture and politics (on the reconstruction of German 
cities after 1945, 1987a), on art and politics in the age of the avant-gardes of 
modernity (1998, 2005) and the impact of colonialism and decolonization on the 
arts under the cover of ‘Exoticism’(2008) were the expression of my original wish 
to study history of art and history. By family, however, found this daring risky and 
advised to study ‘something useful’, such as law and with less acceptance social 
sciences. My favorite subjects remained sub-subjects in my studies, but came to 

1.5 Conclusion
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the center of my activities as soon as I entered the status of an emeritus. History 
for my work was increasingly the history of political ideas (2002). I tried this sub-
ject in overcoming the narrow bias of normal books in the style ‘From Plato to 
Habermas’ in favor of a comparative outlook reaching again from Russia to Spain, 
without neglecting German history where I saw a chance to offer the first overview 
on the political theories from the Middle Ages to the present time (2009).

Klaus von Beyme on 9 October 2009 at the Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin with two of his most 
prominent students, Prof. Dr. Andreas Busch, University of Göttingen (on the left), and Prof. Dr. 
Wolfgang Merkel, Wissenschaftszetnrum and Humboldt University of Berlin (on the right). The 
permission to reproduce this photo was granted by the photographer, Mr. Detlev Schilke (Berlin), 
and the costs for the reproduction were covered by the Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin (WZB)

When I started working with my teacher Friedrich I decided never to write 
such a general book such as Man and his Government. But probably my books 
on Parliamentary Systems (1970, 31999, Engl. 2000), History of political ideas 
in the era of ideologies (1789–1945) (2002), or on Economics and Politics within 
Socialist Systems (1982) are the modernized versions of such tendencies of a 
generalist view—though they contain a lot of quantitative data and tables which 
Friedrich tended to avoid. Mattei Dogan (and Pahre 1990) one of my closest coop-
erators in my time in the International Political Science Association, mentioned 
this author—together with scholars such as Richard Rose and Renate Mayntz—as 
an exception from the rule that creativity normally develops at the intersections of 
various disciplines. I am afraid that there are hardly exceptions to this rule. I felt 
most comfortable when intruding on other disciplines: history, constitutional law 
(especially on Constitutional Courts in Germany and Russia), economics, sociol-
ogy, or even the history of art.
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Klaus von Beyme as a ‘public intellectual ‘lecturing at the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology 
(KIT) in Karlsruhe (Germany) [Photo MG 9101Centre for applied Cultural Sciecne and Studium 
Generale, witner Semestre 2009/2010. Source This photo was taken from KIT’s website at: 
<http://www.zak.kit.edu/fotos/Colloquium%20Fundamentale/WiSe%200910/Prof.%20Dr.%20
Dr.%20h.c.%20Klaus%20von%20Beyme/index.php>

Klaus von Beyme during a panel public discussion with Michael Buselmeier in late April 2008. 
Source This photo was taken from Stadtblatt, Amtsanzeiger of the City of Heidelberg, vol. 16, issue 
18, 30 April 2008; at: <http://ww2.heidelberg.de/stadtblatt-online/index.php?artikel_id=3736&bf=>  
© Stadt Heidelberg who grante permission to reproduce this photo
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Empirical political science divides into two main-streams.1 The Weberian tradition 
is interested primarily in a reconstruction of social reality in a historical perspec-
tive and works ex post facto with typologies and ideal types. The Durkheimian tra-
dition, deeply affected by French positivism after the fashion of Comte, takes as 
its motto savoir pour prévoir and is interested primarily in modeling reality by 
isolating dependent and independent variables.

This Durkheimian style of empirical political theory, in particular, supposes 
that models “should be tested primarily by the accuracy of their predictions rather 
than by the reality of their assumptions” (Downs 1957: 21). It, accordingly, has 
been particularly embarrassed by political science’s failure to predict any major 
political events since 1945. The student rebellions of the 1960s, the rise of new 
fundamentalism, the collapse of communism, the peaceful revolution of 1989—all 
came as a surprise to political scientists.

Political science takes little comfort, either, in new tendencies in the natural 
sciences. Abandoning the old Baconian optimism that science does battle against 
ideology and superstition in the service of truth and utility, natural scientists influ-
enced by autopoietic systems theory and chaos scenarios have given up on the idea 
of predicting major events on the macro level (Maturana 1985). Many social sci-
entists have belatedly come to think similarly that macro-theoretical predictions 
are little more than ‘informed guesswork’. The evolution of events can be recon-
structed only ex post facto, and the task of theory is to keep open various options 
(Luhmann 1981: 157).

Political scientists face further systematic distortion of theory-building pecu-
liar to their own field. While the positivistic mainstream endlessly echoes Max 
Weber’s plea for value-free science, developments in the history and philoso-
phy of science undermine many tacit assumptions of that model. In its mature 

1 This text was first published by Klaus von Beyme as “Empirical Political Theory”, in: Robert 
E. Goodin/Hans-Dieter Klingemann (eds): A New Handbook of Political Science. Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1996: 519–530. By permission of Oxford University Press (<www.oup.com>) 
that was granted on 13 May 2013 by Ms. Mary Bergin-Cartwright.
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stage, social theory is increasingly subjected to ‘social and political imperatives’ 
of society. Broader social aims and interests, more than impetus behind scien-
tific research (Barnes 1992). In spite of continuous de-ideologization of theory-
building in the 1980s, social science theories inevitably start from the social 
conditions embedded in structuring political discourses (Wagner et al. 1991: 77; 
Wagner/Wittrock 1993).

3.1  A Chronology of Shifting Paradigms

Since the Second World War, there have been major shifts in the importance and 
focus of political theory driven largely from within the discipline itself. With the 
rise of the behavioral persuasion, itself disinterested in the great questions, came 
in the 1950s and 1960s a perceived decline in normative political theory (Miller 
1990). Repudiating earlier metaphysical theories of the state, individual and 
groups became the starting-point of analysis. Theories such as Bentley’s (1949) 
were revived. Positive political theory tried to restrict itself to conceptual analysis, 
and normative revolts remained isolated. In the late 1960s, however, there came 
a revival of ‘grand’ political theory, frequently in ideologized form. But since 
the late 1970s the great debates between ‘positivists’ and ‘Marxists’ have been 
exhausted and in their place policy analysis has emerged as the middle level of 
a new theory-building exercise embracing both empirical and normative elements 
(von Beyme 2006: 248 ff).

Major shifts in political theory have also arisen from extra-scientific political fac-
tors as well as from internal developments within the discipline. In most countries 
there was, over the postwar period, a decline of faith in the steering capacities of 
the political center. The 1960s and early 1970s were, especially in Europe, a time 
of planning illusions and Keynesian trust in anti-cyclical steering of the economy. 
In the 1970s, however, mainstream political science turned away from implement-
ing grand ideological visions and toward empirical political studies, satisfying itself 
with typologies of policy cycles and political and societal actors. Theory-building in 
that period concentrated on variations in steering via social co-operation:

•	 consociationalism (Lijphart 1977);
•	 neo-corporatism (Schmitter 1981);
•	 societal co-operation (Willke 1983);
•	 generalized political exchange (Marin 1990);
•	 private interest group government (Streeck/Schmitter 1985), growing out of lib-

eral-corporatist ideas, in part in resistance to attempts at “bringing the state back 
in” (Skocpol 1979); and

•	 models of the state as the steering center of society, as in political cybernetics 
(Deutsch 1966) and the active society (Etzioni 1968).

The 1980s experienced a new type of social and political actor, the new 
social movements. Schmitter dubbed this counterforce ‘syndicalism’: although 
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a misnomer outside Latin countries, he still believed neo-corporatism to repre-
sent the best protection against unruliness and ungovernability (Schmitter 1981). 
In the 1980s the ecological problem, in particular, entered the agenda of political 
theory. Most Anglo-Saxon political scientists hesitated to construct more than par-
tial theories on the basis of new social movements (Goodin 1992). However, phil-
osophically minded European thinkers such as Beck (1986) hypothesized a ‘risk 
society’ with quite different dynamics than classical industrial society. While resist-
ing the temptation of the autopoietic bandwagon, Beck insists (independently of 
the Frankfurt School) on the necessity of completing modernity by adding a new 
non-technocratic and non-rationalistic component. In the 1980s, Habermas himself 
abandoned his late-Hegelian historicist project of reconstructing ever more typolo-
gies of crises; and while his work on discourse (1987) holds out feint hope that new 
movements would succeed in the defending the life-world (Lebenswelt) against the 
‘system’ with its alienating forces (bureaucratization, commercialization, justiciali-
zation), that hope seems resurgent in his more recent philosophy of the legal state 
(Habermas 1: 992).

Marxism withered away long before the collapse of ‘real socialism’. Brilliant 
intellectuals such as Przeworski and Elster, building bridges from a variant of 
democratic socialism to rational choice theory, were dubbed ‘rational choice 
Marxists’. Meanwhile, America experienced an unknown politicization of the-
ory-building in the name of ‘political correctness’ and ‘affirmative action’ for 
underprivileged racial, ethnic and gender groups in society; even in the days of 
the ‘Caucus’ within the American Political Science Association, a new political 
and normative thrust had never had such an impact as in the 1980s (Ricci 1983: 
188–190). Despite the growing interest in green issues and new social move-
ments, Europe had apparently exhausted its desire for politicization in the 1960s 
and 1970s. All this time Marxism dominated the debate and set the agenda, even 
for ‘bourgeois’ thought, foregrounding issues of emancipation and participation 
in a neo-Rousseauean wave of radicalism. This basic conflict had contributed to 
the internationalization of the debate. As soon as that latent intellectual civil war 
in political theory disappeared, a new trend towards regionalization of paradigms 
became apparent.

The 1980s also saw a decline of neo-conservative thought, parallel to the 
withering away of the leftists’ paradigms which had provoked that conservative 
backlash. Neo-liberalism became the predominant conservative mood in many 
countries. The liberals, the main targets of the communitarians, ‘liberalized’ 
in turn with fading counter-forces from the socialist camp and Marxist thought. 
Liberalism was able to turn back towards the ideal of a civil society, which became 
a basic consensus of enlightened democracies. They continued to emphasize the 
notion I’homme more than the participating citoyen. But they became more tol-
erant in turn toward political participation on the level of subsystems of the 
social system in terms of groups and new social movements. The peaceful vel-
vet revolution in Eastern Europe showed the liberals that not all collective par-
ticipatory democratic activity is bound to end up in a new authoritarian statehood 
(Cohen/Arato 1992).

3.1 A Chronology of Shifting Paradigms
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3.2  The Geography of Paradigm Shifts

From American surveys, one would infer there is a substantial uniformity within politi-
cal theory worldwide. Galston’s (1993) APSA overview registers hardly any European 
contributions, apart from Habermas and a few French postmodernists. Despite the 
artificial uniformity of the debate as presented from the American perspective (which 
hardly takes cognizance of a foreign book unless it is translated), there is actually a 
growing diversification in political theory on the macro-normative level, whereas on 
the level of partial theory relevant for empirical studies uniformity is growing.

In the late 1970s and in the 1980s new divergences of major national cultures 
also had an impact on social and political theory. Galtung (1983) half-seriously 
offered a typology of intellectual styles which accumulated further evidence in its 
favor throughout the decade:

•	 The French style, which is preoccupied with language and art in social theory 
and which retains a stubborn institutionalism absent until recently from the non-
Francophone mainstream, influenced empirical political theory primarily via 
postmodern thought (Lilla 1994):

•	 The Teutonic style, which Galtung had in 1983 lumped together with Marxism 
and thus associated with all then-socialist countries, has now abandoned the 
Marxist track and turned to the political right. But autopoietic theory, especially 
Luhmann (1984) and the Bielefeld school (Willke 1983), is as abstract and as 
far from operationalization as Teutonic reasoning should be. Despite tendencies 
toward orthodoxy, Luhmann (1984), like most postmodernists, shows no dogmatic 
zeal and usually merely ridicules theoretical adversaries as being ‘old European 
ontologists’. The German debate is highly influenced by Bielefeld agnosticism 
towards any possibility of political steering, much less changing the world. Actors’ 
theories are ridiculed, and in many respects political theory in Germany has come 
close to abandoning the actor’s perspective altogether. Nevertheless, political sci-
ence as a whole will cling to the possibility of tracing actors and their impact in 
the political process as a fundamental premise for certain types of study. A con-
structivist theory of science will facilitate this kind of ‘philosophy as if’.

•	 There has never been a single Anglo-Saxon style of theorizing, as Galtung sug-
gests. There were of course certain similarities between Britain and the USA, 
which were normally summarized under the rubric ‘pragmatic’. But pragmatism 
as a philosophical dogma had less influence in Britain than in America. Positive 
political theory as an axiomatic, deductive type of theorizing (Riker/Ordeshook 
1973: xi) had few followers in Britain.

3.3  Theory and Method: Levels of Theoretical Analysis

Political theory is typically done with scant attention to methodological issues. 
A division of labor has grown up, according to which theoreticians are absolved 
of responsibility for operationalizing their propositions and empiricists, in turn, 
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are absolved of responsibility for confronting theoretical issues and are allowed 
instead to treat methodological questions merely as matters of research technique. 
But theory without methodological framework is sterile, and only very abstract 
approaches (such as dialectical criticism or autopoietic systems theory) literally 
identify theory and method. The complete identification of theory and method is 
as detrimental to empirical work as is the complete separation of it. A balance—so 
far more common in sociology than political science—is necessary.

Approaches to theory-building can best be seen as a matrix which differenti-
ates between macro-level and micro-level theories, on the one hand, and sys-
tems-based theories and actor-based theories on the other. This matrix appears as  
Fig. 3.1. Hardly anyone works at the polar extremes. Only theory-building which 
operates on a very abstract level (such as Luhmann’s) completely scorns actor-
based theories, and by the same token approaches which start strictly with the 
individual (such as the behavioralists’) need to introduce certain collective notions 
at a higher level of reasoning (Fig. 3.1).

Between those polar extremes of autopoietic systems theory and orthodox 
behavioralism are many possible theoretical starting-points There is, however, 
a tendency toward rapprochement between the extremist positions. By way of 
abstraction and induction, individualistic approaches can end up with models as 
abstract as certain systems theories. Systems theories, in turn, can be deductively 
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Fig. 3.1  Levels and approaches of theory building
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differentiated into so many subfields and typologies of actors that they end up 
operating virtually at the micro-individualistic level of reasoning.

Political science thus gave up the classical modern notion of ‘one discipline, 
one method, one preferred unit of analysis’. Mainstream political science lost faith 
in any fixed hierarchy of objects for research and methods of analysis. Political 
science theory-building predominantly takes place between the extreme poles of 
individualistic actor-based theories (such as interactionism and ethnomethodologi-
cal approaches) and abstract system-based evolution. The meso-level, situated in 
between those micro and macro orientations, is essential for most questions of 
political science. Some notion of a collective actor is frequently adopted as an ana-
lytical device, even though every political scientist knows that institutions are not 
a unified entity of literally that sort.

The great recent success story in political science theory-building involves 
mathematical approaches, parallelling more mature social sciences such as eco-
nomics. Rational choice modeling, in particular, conquered many U.S. depart-
ments and is now spreading through Europe. The APSA’s account of the state of 
the discipline of political theory testifies to this triumph: in 1983, political theory 
consisted largely in a historical account of past empirical and normative political 
theories (Gunnell 1983), with Riker (1983) explicating some of his favorite coa-
lition games as a mere aside; ten years later, ‘formal rational choice’ became a 
movement (Lalman et al. 1993: 77) and Riker was mentioned as an ‘early con-
tributor’. There seems now to be nothing more between ‘formal rational choice 
theory’ and ‘normative political philosophy’.

How do we explain this astonishing success story? There are several reasons for it.

•	 The neo-positivist claim for deductive political theory is easiest to implement 
with formal models.

•	 Rational choice approaches can be applied to any behavior, from the most ego-
istic rationality to the most altruistic behavior of Mother Teresa, who also maxi-
mizes her strategy of helping the deprived.

•	 Political science, concentrated on the meso-level between spheres of macro and 
micro theories, needs to assume that-an actor-based approach is feasible. The 
actor of a rational choice approach is a construction which avoids questions 
about the real unity of a person.

•	 Rational choice encourages quantification and cumulative political science.
•	 Rational choice approaches were a counter-balance against the dominance of 

behavioral studies in earlier decades. It was easily combined with a multi-level 
analysis (especially in studies on the European Union) and with an enlightened 
neo-institutionalism, which spread in the 1980s (Scharpf 1989).

These advances of rational choice models point toward the stabilization of 
political science as a discipline. The development of theories in a discipline can 
hardly be the outcome of isolated individual predilections and insights. Only those 
theoretical approaches which comport with the internal rules of a scientific disci-
pline, admitting of progressive elaboration by many hands, can form the basis for 
a theoretical mainstream.
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3.4  Politial Trends and Their Impact on Theory-Building in 
the 1990s

A major shock to empirical political theory in the recent period came with the col-
lapse of communism. That event not only forced revisions in theoretical explana-
tions previously offered for developments in communist countries but also forced 
adaptations within the theoretical self-understandings of the victorious democra-
cies themselves.

Most theories of modernization and the transition to democracy were modeled 
on developments in Southern Europe and South America in the 1970s (O’Donnell/ 
Schmitter 1986). Many of those developments were not comparable to the 1989 
revolution, however. With those unprecedentedly simultaneous transformations of 
both economic and political systems, old assumptions of modernization theorists 
about economic prerequisites being essential for the success of political democ-
ratization were set on their heads (Karl/Schmitter 1991). The unique character 
of peaceful revolutions in 1989 even led to a testing of chaos theories taken from 
recent developments in biology and physics, although most of the applications of 
those theories remained merely metaphorical (cf. Marks 1992).

The First, Second and Third Worlds grew more similar after 1989. The decline 
of communism discredited theories such as Moore’s (1966) of alternative roads 
to modernity. The authoritarian road to modernity followed by half-industrialized 
countries such as Italy and Germany collapsed in 1945. The totalitarian road to 
modernity primarily followed by predominantly agrarian countries such as China 
and Russia ended in 1989. Most transitional systems are democratizing, but it is 
unlikely that the final product of this process will be fully fledged democracy any-
time in the forseeable future. More likely there will be a proliferation of anoc-
racies, an admixture of anarchy and authoritarianism (Gurr 1991). Empirical 
political theorists have to confront the possibility of a certain degreee of backslid-
ing among the consolidated democracies. The typological sequence of transitional 
societies—liberalization, democratization and consolidation was difficult to find 
in Eastern Europe, useful though this typology may have been elsewhere in the 
1970s.

The great transformation in the early 1990s has been interpreted in terms of a 
crisis of modernization propeling us into a postmodern world (Baumann 1990). 
Many former Marxists have turned to some anarchical variation of themes of 
postmodernity and patchworks of minorities. It is unlikely, however, that a clear 
evolution from modernity to postmodernity will take place. Most reasonable 
postmodernists accept postmodernism only as a mere stage of modernity which 
implements its basic principles in a more consequential and systematic way than 
classical modernity. Insofar as it is not simply equated with post-materialism or 
with certain processes of differentiation and individualization which may lead to 
further decline of the old class social stratification and towards a development of 
life styles (Beck 1986), postmodernity is a set of theoretical assumptions rather 
than a clearly discernible new structure of society.

3.4 Politial Trends and Their Impact on Theory-Building in the 1990s
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Some theoreticians in Europe (Beck 1993: 158) used the revolutions of 1989 
as proof that system-based theories without actors were wrong. In some respects, 
however, those ‘candle revolutions’—without revolutionary elites, ideologies, 
or mass organization—resemble more the ‘evolution without subjects’ hailed in 
Luhmann’s theories. Certainly postmodern elements were present in those trans-
formation processes, but a new scarcity makes it unlikely that a post-materialist 
and postmodern lifestyle will soon develop in Eastern Europe. On the contrary, 
even postmodernism in the West was shaken by events in Eastern Europe.

The claim that ‘Communism perversion of modernity; post-communism 
enlightened postmodernity’ is hardly tenable. Communism was already a hybrid of 
hyper-modernist megalomanic exaggerations of modernity, on the one hand, com-
bined with pre-modern traits (implementing rationally planned systems through 
personalistic techniques of corruption, personal contacts and informal groups) 
on the other. In the West, postmodern theories emphasized a world of games. 
Lyotard’s (1979) claim “let us quietly play” created an artificial world of games 
among parts of the Western intelligensia. This was possible only as long as it was 
protected by the Iron Curtain from major conflicts and intrusions; 1989 did away 
with this protection, and most of the postmodern problems are done away with by 
the more serious problems of survival.

Underlying the postmodernism debate is the search for a new balance between 
unity and plurality. The more successfully certain principles universalize, the more 
urgently components of plurality in modern societies emphasize their right to exist 
(Marquard 1987). This claim is normally realized by new social movements, but 
it has proven to be too early to see modernity on the road to a “society of move-
ments” (Neidhardt/Rucht 1993). Empirical research suggests, rather, that the 
movements are vital for the first stages of the policy process—agenda-setting and 
policy formation—but that decision-making, implementation and evaluation are 
predominantly done by the traditional institutions and organized political forces, 
such as interest groups and parties.

It is also not by chance that the most recent normative debate between liber-
als and communitarians has now crossed the Atlantic and entered the vacuum left 
by the now-defunct Marxist ideological debates. A new nor- mative minimal con-
sensus is developing. The paradox of the early 1990s is this. Empirically minded 
European political scientists are looking for new analytical tools in America. 
But what they find there is broad skepticism toward the old positivistic, behav-
ioralistic paradigms. They are also discovering a new message, rather normative 
in character. Furthermore, it is a message which they are now ready to accept, 
since the older social-democratic consensus in the North European countries has 
withered away. The pragmatic left in Europe—deeply affected by the erosion of 
communism, even though they did not share its views—needed a new normative 
orientation.

Though many superficial observers tend to think of the development of para-
digms in terms of cumulative progress, we are increasingly realizing that there are 
Kuhnian revolutions but not in the same sense as in the natural sciences (Kuhn 
1970). There are revivals of old positions. Neo-Aristotelianism is not as dead as 
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the pre-Copernican vision of the world. In political theory, we see a series of small 
innovations rather than big revolutions. Most of them are not created by estab-
lished mainstream thinkers but by theoreticians who stand apart from mono-disci-
plinary research in the spirit of “creative marginality” (Dogan/Pahre 1990: 182 ff.).
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4.1  Introduction

The evolution of comparative politics has been classified in stages, such as the 
‘pre-paradigmatic phase’ which was not dominated by a single theoretical 
approach in the scientific community and the ‘paradigmatic phase’, in which the 
scientific community adhered to a dominant theory.1 According to this classifica-
tion (Chilcote 1994: 58) it is followed by as ‘crisis phase’ and finally ends up in a 
‘phase of scientific revolution’ which occurs when the scientific community shifts 
to different paradigms. Kuhn’s frequently abused term ‘paradigm’ is hardly appli-
cable in this context. Most phases in the evolution of political science have been 
‘pre-paradigmatic’ in the sense that no single approach predominated completely. 
Chilcote was aware that his subdivision of ‘traditional’, ‘behavioural’ and ‘post-
behavioural’ approaches do not precisely fit Kuhn’s definition of paradigms. Only 
the dominance of the ‘behavioral revolution’ came close to the idea of a paradigm 
which conquered the community and tolerated deviant approaches only in mar-
ginal positions. But the typology is ethnocentric in so far as it generalizes the 
American development. In Europe there was never a dominance of the behavioral 
approach. This author prefers a threefold classification for the evolution of’ com-
parative politics with stages such as ‘pre-modern’, ‘modern’ and ‘post-modern’.

1 This text was first published by Klaus von Beyme as “The Evolution of Comparative Politics”. 
In: Daniel Caramani (ed.): Comparative Politics. Oxford University Press, 2008: 27–43. By per-
mission of Oxford University Press (<www.oup.com>) that was granted on 13 May 2013 by Ms. 
Mary Bergin-Cartwright.
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4.2  Comparisons in Pre-modern Times

The pre-modern stage or traditional approach to comparison since Aristotle was 
highly speculative and normative, mostly ethno-centric and used comparison in an 
anecdotic way, but hardly ever tried a systematic comparison over time. Political 
science is the youngest social science in terms of modern professional perfor-
mance. Comparative political science owes a lot to other sciences: philosophy 
since Aristotle, to legal constitutionalism from Bodin to Bryce, political econ-
omy from Smith, Ricardo, Bentham, Marx and Mill. Mill was especially fruitful 
in methodology. In the nineteenth century sociology—a term coined by Auguste 
Comte—was added and soon became important to help political science to liberate 
itself from jurisprudence and to be transformed into a ‘social science’.

In the era of Renaissance Machiavelli came close to a social science approach, 
minimizing the philosophical normativism of former times. Later comparisons 
were sometimes used to criticize one’s regime, disguised under the description 
of distant systems, as in Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes (1721) or even utopian 
constructions of systems such as in the Oceana (1656) of James Harrington. 
One of the earliest and most complete comparisons was the work of a follower 
of Machiavelli’s, Boccalini (1614: 1). In his Ragguagli di parnaso a ‘università 
de’ politici’ was summoned by Apollo on the Parnass and had to give responsible 
answers concerning their various political systems. In spite of many insights this 
work was distorted by a blind hatred against the ‘imperialist power’ of that time, 
the Spanish monarchy, which according to Boccalini interfered too much in Italian 
affairs. Many historical comparisons in early modern times—from Machiavelli’s 
Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livius (1513) to Montesquieu’s 
Considérations sur les causes de la grandeur des Romains et de leur décadence 
(1734)—were rather a-historical confrontations of Roman experiences and modern 
life of states. Reasons for the decay of the Roman Empire were popular as a kind 
of normative warning for modern states. The diachronic comparisons treated vari-
ous systems like contemporary societies. But they did not help to develop a critical 
methodology of comparison.

The evolutionist counter-reaction since the French revolution was also not 
favourable for a scientific theory of comparison. History in the nineteenth century 
turned increasingly to historicism and the discipline developed more reservations 
against the comparative method than former political theories in the age of enlight-
enment. Every historical event and development was declared ‘unique’. Already 
Goethe once said ‘only blockheads compare’. But he had only works of art and lit-
erature in mind. Goethe was afraid that mediocre connaisseurs might avoid a value 
judgement about works of arts. This was indeed a permanent danger of the com-
parative sciences in many fields: relativism describing various historical solutions 
neither led to a conclusion nor even to a prognosis about possible future historical 
developments. Otto Hintze in German history with his comparative typologies was 
an outsider in his discipline. Troeltsch (1922, 1961: 191), another social science-
oriented historian, accepted comparisons only when they kept their ‘methodological 
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and heuristic character’ at the level of building of hypotheses. This was conform 
with older pioneers of the historical method such as Droysen (1960: 163) who knew 
already that without implied comparisons no meaningful hypothesis could be found 
in an ocean of facts and motivations among historical actors. American history in 
the twentyth century with Charles Tilly, Barrington Moore, Theda Skocpol and 
many others was leading the anti-historicist counter-reaction and gave up the anti-
comparative bias of historicist historiography.

Since Tocqueville (1961: 5, 12) it was a widespread assumption that a new 
world under conditions of modernisation needs a ‘new political science’, able 
to work on certain social developments which are likely to spread in all modern 
societies. The USA were only a pretext to denounce the threats of equalisation 
and democratisation which were likely to spread also in Europe. Even a pioneer 
of comparative methods such as Mill (1840, 1859: 62) in the Edinburgh Review 
resented that his friend Tocqueville in his seminal book “has bound up in one 
abstract idea the whole of tendencies of modern commercial society, and given 
them one name—democracy”. This was an important precedent in the history of 
book reviews, criticizing remainders of a teleological approach to the evolution of 
comparative politics.

In pre-modern political theories certain features of the decision-making process 
in polities were mostly deducted as constant types, but hardly ever scientifically 
analysed as politics. The policies were still more rarely investigated. Some uto-
pias, such as Harrington’s Oceana (1656) represented a notable exception. The 
theory of the ‘reason of state’ of Machiavellians like Giovanni Botero (1589, 1948: 
58ff)—which represented a kind of ‘Jesuit welfare-Machiavellism’—went far 
beyond Machiavelli’s obsession with foreign and military policies in so far as he 
developed the elements of domestic welfare policies in different states as the main 
criterion for political stability.

Pre-modern comparisons were mostly aiming at classifications of whole 
political orders (polity). Only in modern times politics was compared when the 
techniques of ruling in theories of ‘reason of the state’ or ‘sovereignty’ were dis-
cussed since Machiavelli. Comparisons were rather simple typologies, such as 
those counting the number of rulers. Many of them contained normative assump-
tions. The characteristic features were not always logically consistent, such 
as Montesquieu’s classification of monarchy, republic and despotism. Voltaire 
already mocked at this typology which appeared to him as logic as the categories 
of a ‘church registration of births’, containing the elements: ‘male’, ‘female’ and 
‘illegitimate’.

Pre-modern approaches in the nineteenth century ‘modernized’ by turning 
away from static ontological classifications to historical theories of evolution. The 
most influential models were the evolutionary model of Darwin and the historical 
materialism of Marx with his five historical stages. In comparative social science 
the two extremes sometimes came to a synthesis as in the evolutionary model of 
Herbert Spencer. The three authors had a predominant approach to theory-build-
ing: Darwin’s approach was a kind of early ‘functionalism’, Marx’ adopted from 
Hegel the dialectical method, and Spencer established himself as a precursor of 
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a ‘system’s theory’. Since Mill (1959: 253) the logic of social science implied 
two methods, the ‘method of agreement’ and the ‘method of difference’. The first 
method was a kind of ‘artificial experiment’, the second method was to be applied 
in situations where experiments were unfeasible. Early comparisons in the pre-
modern era were obsessed to find similarities. Only in the twentyth century the 
primacy of the ‘method of difference’ was increasingly developed.

4.3  Comparisons in the Work of Thinkers in Classical 
Modernity

4.3.1  Scientific Comparison as Controlled Experiment

There is no agreement when modernity starts. It is normally scheduled earlier 
in art and literature, including large parts of the nineteenth century. In the social 
sciences modernity is scheduled later. The criteria of definition—a truly scien-
tific theory which can be controlled empirically—offers a more precise proof for 
modernity than works of arts. In order to avoid quarrels of definition this author 
chooses the term ‘classical modernity’ for the new social sciences in the twentyth 
century. It coincides largely with the establishment of separate disciplines in the 
social sciences, such as sociology and political science. The neighbouring social 
sciences, such as public law, political economy or general history, in the nine-
teenth century still pretended to deal with politics in the evolution of modernisa-
tion and specialisation. In the twentyth century they withdrew from comparative 
politics. ‘Comparative economics’ continued to exist as a subfield, but it never 
played the dominant role of comparative politics in political science because of the 
mathematical character of the most influential economic models.

The German Staatslehre (theory of state), located in the law departments, had 
a certain influence among the founding fathers of American Political Science, 
such as Francis Lieber, a Prussian refugee who taught at Columbia University. 
But the second generation of American scholars, including Woodrow Wilson, 
already abhorred general theories of the state. A pioneer of group theory, such as 
Bentley (1908, 1949: XIX), after studies in Berlin and Freiburg, turned away from 
the ‘spooks in the grain fields’ which he discovered in the metaphysical-minded 
Staatslehre. On the basis of American pragmatism he developed in Chicago an 
extremely anti-state theory of politics. The groups—instead of states—were now 
the basic concept of comparative analysis. Former deductive elements of compari-
sons were substituted by inductive observations. In Europe British guild socialism 
and Harold Laski created an equivalent of an empirical political theory, directed 
against the ‘statism’ of continental political theory.

Spencer among the ‘evolutionists’ of the nineteenth was the most influential 
thinker for empirical comparative sciences. But in spite of his variation of a sys-
tem’s theory the founder of structural-functional systems theory, Parsons (1961: 
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3), opened his theory of action with the attack: “Spencer is dead, but who killed 
him and how?”. Spencer was not killed, but increasingly forgotten—as most of 
the theories of historical stages in the nineteenth century, especially Auguste 
Comte. Parsons tried to smooth down his verdict in a footnote: “Not, of course, 
that nothing in his thought will last. It is his social theory as a total structure that 
is dead”. Critical Rationalism of the neo-positivist school of Karl Popper later was 
keen of ‘hunting’ what it called ‘historicism’. Charles Merriam and other found-
ers of political science in the USA were more tolerant and recognized at least a 
certain progress because this kind of historicism was ‘historical-comparative’ and 
no longer normative and purely deductive as the traditional mainly anecdotal com-
parisons in the classical political literature.

The various approaches had some assumptions in common, even when 
Durkheim, Weber and Pareto, for Parsons (1961) the champions of mod-
ern social science, differed in many ways. Oddly enough they did not relate to 
each other—though all the three were able to read the language of the two oth-
ers. Historical factors, which Darwin (biological struggle for life) or Marx (class 
conflict grounded on the contradiction between the economic base and the politi-
cal superstructure) saw as the driving force behind the evolution, were no longer 
accepted. But nevertheless a ‘dominant variable’ was behind the modern evolution: 
for Weber it was occidental rationalism and bureaucracy, for Durkheim it was the 
division of labour, leading to a kind of ‘organic solidarity’ and for Pareto it was the 
cycles of rise and decay of elites.

In spite of these differences there are four principles common to all thinkers of 
classical modernism:

1. History is not identical with evolution. There is no longer a ‘telos’, a final point 
where the evolution is aiming at. Insofar political theory has to give up the 
old normative idea: ‘historia magistra vitae’—history can no longer serve as a 
teacher for later generations.

2. Theory and practice are divided. The scholar is not obliged to take political 
action as was still the case in the theories of Marx and Engels. This has not 
prevented Pareto and Weber once serving as a candidate for parliamentary elec-
tion. Fortunately for the progress of social science they failed. Anti-normative 
value-free science was discovered as a protection against the interferences of 
the state as well as against the demands of political groups which consider 
scholars close to their ideologies. There is no longer the hope for a ‘philosopher 
king’ who combines knowledge and political action.

3. The spheres of life and subsystems of the social system are separated and 
autonomous. There is no hope that the political system—as in the times of 
absolutism—will be able to steer the subsystems of the whole society. With 
totalitarian ideologies this kind of hope was renewed, until the dictatorships 
collapsed between 1949 and 1989. Carl Schmitt was probably the most influen-
tial political theoretician who tried in a heroic turn back to ‘revolutionary con-
servatism’ to re-install ‘political decision’ in its primordial rights in society. The 
driving force behind this was that Schmitt was afraid of a lasting dominance 
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of the economy in society. Especially after the failures of dictatorship politi-
cal theory reduced its claims and renounced of a primacy of the political 
subsystem.

4. Value free science should be comparative and theory-guided, not just an enu-
meration and typology of institutions as in the works of some ‘pioneers of 
comparative government’ as the new discipline was initially called from James 
Bryce to Carl J. Friedrich.

Typologies are the initial stage of theory-building in order to develop a hypoth-
esis for empirical work. Some typologies pretended to be a theory. Theories 
contain generalizations about political reality, typologies are abstractions about 
political reality according to some formal criteria. Some theories were close to 
one approach, such as ‘functionalism’. In other cases a methodology such as the 
behavioralist approach tried to gain the status of a monopolistic theory. In recent 
times ‘rational choice’ showed similar tendencies. Some typologies were compara-
tive only in an indirect way. Even Max Weber’s typology of types of legitimate 
rules are not free of remainders of the old debate ‘uniqueness versus compara-
bility’ because the ‘ideal types’ contained elements of uniqueness as ‘individual 
totalities’. The ideal types served to elaborate the special features of social insti-
tutions. Only in the time of classical modernity typologies of dynamic processes 
were offered. Historical research continued, however, to suspect such taxonomies 
as they were developed in Crane Brinton’s Anatomy of revolutions.

We should not identify the modern breakthrough to scientific comparisons with 
behaviorism, as sometimes occurred in American literature. Even the broader 
and less rigid form of ‘behavioralism’—which dominated for a while the torch-
bearers of modern political science in the 1950s and 1960s—was soon combined 
with other approaches, such as functionalist system’s theories. Functional consid-
erations were not completely compatible with the strictly individualistic assump-
tions of behaviorism. This contradiction can be shown in the seminal research on 
Civic Culture by Almond and Verba (1963: 52, 68). The authors had some mis-
givings whether the uses of comparative survey studies would allow to discover 
the ‘uniformity of a psychological type’ in a whole country. In order not to distort 
the results it was recommended to concentrate on the behaviour or attitudes that 
are least determined by the structure of the situation. Behavioralism started from a 
rather mechanistic stimulus–response-model of behavior, functionalism was closer 
to organic models. System’s theory is holistic and presupposes ‘purposes’ of a sys-
tem which was speculative for many behavioralists. But neither system’s theory 
nor behavioralism in practice stayed completely dogmatic, so that a cooperation of 
various methodological tenets was possible.

Beyond the general meta-theoretical consensus of all empirical scholars in 
political science behavioralism developed major tenets as Easton (1965: 7) classi-
fied them in his Framework for Political Analysis:

•	 Regularities or uniformities in political behaviour should be expressed in gener-
alizations or theory.
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•	 The validity of these generalizations has to be tested. Contrary to Popper’s 
orthodoxy which admitted only ‘falsification’, ‘verification’ was possible.

•	 Techniques of seeking and interpreting data have to be developed.
•	 Quantification and measurement in the recording of data.
•	 Values as distinguished between propositions relating to ethical evaluation and 

those relating to empirical explanation.
•	 ‘Pure science’, or the seeking of understanding and explanation of behaviour 

before utilization of knowledge for solution of societal problems.
•	 Integration of political research with that of other social sciences.

Only when political science was well established in American universities 
‘comparative politics’ developed its dominant position, in theory-building of the 
discipline as well as in the evaluation of the ranks of individual scholars in the 
scientific community. American and German rankings since Somit and Tanenhaus 
(1964: 66) and Falter and Klingemann (1998, 2006) have shown that comparative 
scholars were on top of the hierarchies of reputation among the colleagues of the 
discipline. In American political science after 1945 seven scholars among the top 
ten were in comparative politics, two in theory and one in international politics. In 
the German case there was only one scholar in the field of international relations 
among the top ten in political science. All the rest—mostly Americans, one Italian, 
one Dutch, one German—were scholars in comparative politics. Thanks to a new 
world situation, the development of the ‘third world’ and modernisation theories 
which dealt with the transition from traditional societies to modern democracy, the 
main theoretical innovations in political science were developed by comparative 
scholars.

Only political science has well accommodated the comparative aspects in 
a special subfield. The existence of a sub-discipline ‘comparative politics’, was, 
however, not uncontested in the organized discipline. There was never a domi-
nant behavioral stage of comparative politics as postulated by Chilcote (1994: 56). 
From sociology—in methodological questions far more sophisticated—political 
science inherited two traditions:

1. The historical-institutional tradition of Max Weber was comparative. Weber 
almost excessively looked in all the great cultures of the world for comparable 
elements, especially in his sociology of religions.

2. The opposite school was initiated by Herbert Spencer and lead by Émile 
Durkheim (1950: 137) He opposed a subdiscipline of ‘comparative sociol-
ogy’ because comparison for him was “la sociologie même” (sociology itself). 
System’s theory with various degrees of intensity joined this opinion, most 
vehemently the autopoietic variant of Luhmann (1970: 25, 46) who tried to go 
beyond Talcott Parsons’ structural–functional theory. In economics the former 
historical orientations were increasingly substituted by mathematical models. 
One branch of political science took over this kind of approach. Downs (1957: 
21) gave the prognostic abilities of political theory priority over its capacity to 
describe the political reality: “Theoretical models should be tested primarily by 
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the accuracy of their predictions rather than by the reality of their assumptions.” 
Comparative politics therefore has been particularly embarrassed by its fail-
ure to predict any major political events since 1945. The student rebellions of 
the 1960s, the oil crisis, the rise of new fundamentalism, the collapse of com-
munism of 1989—all these events came as a surprise to comparative political 
scientists. Some forecasts were correct, such as the possible end of the Soviet 
Union, but the prognosis was based on the wrong reasons, such as a Chinese-
Soviet war in the bestseller of Amalrik (1970). Forecasting had to lower its 
ambitions. In forecasting short-term electoral results the discipline boasts of 
only 5 % margins of error. Many political scientists came to accept that macro-
theoretical predictions are little more than informed guess-work. The evolution 
can only be reconstructed ex post facto.

The ‘most similar design’ of comparison was still widespread, but some 
researchers preferred a “most different system design” (Przeworski/Teune 1970: 
31ff). In historical perspective the similarities were mostly demonstrated by the 
diffusion of institutions, a method widely applied in anthropology. System’s 
theory on the contrary looked for dissimilarities which were able to serve as 
‘functional equivalents’ in various systems with sometimes ‘similar results’. 
Only the post-modernist Luhmann went as far as to claim the one-party state in 
Communist systems was a functional equivalent of the pluralist democratic party 
regimes in the West.

4.3.2  Typologies and Classifications, The First Step to 
Comparison

There is a large consensus that the main purpose of comparative research is not 
comparing but explaining. Comparison is a tool for building empirically falsifia-
ble explanatory theories. A first step is a rigid classification. ‘Miscomparing’ starts 
from ‘misclassification’ ‘concept stretching’ and what Sartori (1991: 248) called 
“degreeism”. This neologism meant the replacement of dichotomous treatment by 
continuous notions. According to Sartori the classification by degrees leads to log-
ical messiness. The result Sartori is afraid of could be called in an ironic way the 
discovery of non-existing ‘dog-cats’. Pre-modern as well as some modern typolo-
gies do not live up to these rigid criteria. The predicaments of typological work as 
a base for comparison show that system’s theories are frequently characterized by 
geometrical obsessions of order, institutional typologies on the other hand, rather 
follow arithmetic intentions. Religious remainders invade typologies, trinities are 
discovered everywhere (cf. scheme).

These trinities do not violate Sartori’s verdict against “degreeism”, but 
logically we would prefer dual typologies, such as Spencer’s (society of war-
riors/industrial society), Durkheims (mechanical/organic solidarity), Tönnies 
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(community/society), Bagehots (dignified/efficient parts of the constitution). 
If more than three elements are put into one taxonomy the danger cannot be 
excluded that the theoretical value is reduced to a kind of checklist. Remainders 
of a teleological typology are frequently found in trinitarian classifications. 
The third element is quite often hailed as the normatively desired type in the 
development.

The problem of different criteria in classifications of types of regimes was not 
always solved—not even in modern typologies. Probably the last scholar who 
tried to classify all the regimes in history—from anarchy and tribal rule to totali-
tarian dictatorships—was Friedrich (1963: 188f). He listed 13 types of rule, but 
they lacked a common criterion. Some were characteristic of early societies, oth-
ers were only minor institutional variations of representative government, such as 
presidential or parliamentary systems. Some regimes, such as the types of dicta-
torship, were classified not by their institutional characteristics, but by the extent 
of control over the citizens. In formal sociology there was for a while a tendency 
to classify outrageously, as in the treatises of Georges Gurvitch in France or of 
Leopold von Wiese in Germany. In political science this happened only occasion-
ally in the classification of regimes. Classifications of regime types should not 
reinvent Greek notions as Küchenhoff (1967) did, but rather try find a common-
sense solution in terms which are accepted by scholars as well as by the public 
debate.

Excessive preoccupation with terminological clarity revealed a predicament: 
neo-logisms, mostly in Greek or Latin, reduced terminological ambiguities, 
but they had no chance to enter the public debate. Political science terminol-
ogy is imbued with traditional perceptions of politics and can hardly proceed 
like chemistry or medicine in preserving purely scientific jargon. As an exam-
ple for this predicament we might check the type of a ‘semi-presidential sys-
tem’. The term is not quite correct, because a system with a popularly elected 
president remains a variation of a parliamentary system: parliament can topple 
the government by votes of non-confidence and the president can dissolve the 
chambers. But Duverger’s expression was accepted in the scientific community. 
In popular debates, however, ‘presidial’ or even ‘presidential government’ still 
occurs for this type of representative government. A survey has shown that even 
six percent of the German deputies wrongly classified the German parliamen-
tary system.

4.3.3  Typologies in Comparative Social Sciences

The problem of ‘miscomparing by misclassification’ has been overcome by the 
construction of fourfold matrices which allow to put at least two classificatory ele-
ments (developed by Arend Lijphart) into relation to each other and to subsume 
various countries in four fields (cf. matrix)
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Historical types
Comte Theological era Metaphysical era Positive era
Morgan Wildness Barbarian Civilisation
Engels Communist original 

society
Exploiting societies 

(slave holding, 
feudal, capitalist 
societies)

Communism

Theoretical types
Weber Traditional rule Charismatic rule Rational rule
Almond (styles of  

interest aggregation)
Absolute value 

orientation
Traditional style Pragmatic bargaining 

style
Almond/Verba (political 

cultures)
Subject culture Parochial culture Participant culture

Duverger (party types) Cell, militia Traditional committee 
of notables

Mobilized party, organ-
ized in sections

Apter (types of 
developing regimes)

Mobilization regime Consociational regime Modernizing autocracy

4.3.4  Matrix: Institutional Mix for the Mitigation of 
Territorial Conflicts

The more complex such a matrix is developed, the more the comparing scholar has to 
be aware that such instant pictures can change quickly. British devolution, for instance, 
since the institutionalization of parliaments for Scotland and Wales have developed in 
the direction of Spain—with the exception of electoral law. If proportional electoral 
system—under the pressure of the European Union—one day is accepted even for 
British elections the whole type might shift in the above quarter of the matrix. Russia 
with its mixed type of an electoral law and with different levels of equality of the rights 
of the federal units is somewhere in between the four fields of the matrix.

Federalism

Equal rights Unequal rights

Electoral law Proportional Moderately egalitarian Germany, 
Austria Egalitarian: Switzerland, 
Belgium

Unequal autonomies: 
Spain, Italy

Russia
Majoritarian Equal states’ rights: USA Devolution: Great 

Britain

4.3.5  From the Comparisons of ‘Polities’ and ‘Politics’ to 
Comparisons of ‘Policies’

Comparative politics overcame the remainders of institutional typologies in the 
1970s and 1980s when it turned from politics to the policies. Durkheim’s study 
on The Suicide (1897) was a pioneering work in comparisons with aggregate 
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data. Input–output comparisons were clearly inspired by the economic sciences. 
The main question was: “does politics matter?”. Comparative politics influenced 
by political economy even suggested that the difference between capitalist and 
communist systems in the light of modernisation theory was exaggerated by the 
propaganda of both systems in a bipolar world of confrontation. Socio-economic 
determinism of Western theories of convergence of the systems since the 1970s 
had some traits in common with economy-centred Marxism which for reasons of 
methodology was not accepted.

By the early 1970s comparative public policy had emerged as a recognized 
sub-discipline within political science. The timing came not as a surprise. The 
world-wide intellectual unrest from Berkeley to Berlin had mobilized scholars to 
support an activist image of the state. Most of the scholars—except Huntington 
who wrote from a neo-conservative point of view—were liberal leftists. Though 
many of these comparativists had some ‘Social-democratic bias’ and admired the 
Scandinavian welfare state, they were tired of mere ideological discussions. The 
grand debates between Neo-Marxism and Critical Rationalism were abandoned. 
Scholars from different meta-theoretical schools agreed to discuss no longer 
abstract constructs but rather study the needs of groups in the society. “The state is 
better described by its policies than by its principles and alleged norms of individ-
ual choice and preference” (Ashford 1977: 572) was a widely shared assumption, 
especially in American political science, less so in Europe where the remainders of 
ideological debates were still stronger.

The behavioralist approach in the 1950s and 1960s frequently started in 
survey studies with individuals. Therefore, it was normally less open to trans-
national comparisons. The predicament of the small number of cases for 
comparison drove research into studies of cities or parts of the cities in the 
Californian Bay area or in New York. Przeworski/Teune (1970) pleaded for con-
centration on the subunits of a political system for comparison. But the result 
sometimes came close to a new parochialism which could be dubbed “The 
Westside story of comparative politics”, because research concentrated on com-
parisons of hospitals or school districts in Westside New York. One further 
result of this kind of evolution was the abandoning of theories in comparative 
research. The new policy-orientation in the 1970s again concentrated on trans-
national comparisons. A model was created when Heidenheimer et al. (1975: 
V) in 1975 got an award for the best political science publication. The authors 
defined: “Comparative public policy is the cross-national study of how, why, and 
to what effect government policies are developed”. The two schools which initi-
ated comparative research continued to fight each other also in the subfield of 
‘comparative public policy’. The Heidenheimer-Heclo school was criticised for 
its descriptions without theories. The ‘Quasi-Eastonians’ in the school of Dye 
(1966) and Hofferbert on the other hand overcame the lack of theory by adopt-
ing abundantly the terminology of structural–functional system’s theory. On the 
ground of a modernisation theory this approach had one assumption in common 
with the Neo-Marxists: levels of economic development were more important 
than the political characteristics of individual states. In the USA this assumption 
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was mainly tested by comparisons among the policy performance of states. 
Wilensky (1975: XIII) upheld the hypothesis about the centrality of economic 
development for the provision of social services: “Economic growth and its 
demographic and bureaucratic outcomes are the root causes of the general emer-
gence of the welfare state”. Only European-born scholars, such as King (1973: 
423), counter-veiled this widespread consensus on the priority of economic 
development by asserting that ideas constitute a sufficient condition for explain-
ing the variance in policy performance. Most scholars combined the impor-
tance of ideas with the focus on elite groups or answered positively the question 
‘do parties matter?’ The discovery of corporatism in the 1970s linked the elite 
approach with an emphasis on interest groups rather than on parties alone.

The Heidenheimer-Heclo school, based on historical and institutional studies, 
had the virtue of not neglecting ‘politics’ and the actors of decision, or reducing 
them to a kind of ‘black box’ for the production of a policy outcome which had 
little causal links to the decision-making process. Parties and interest groups were 
analyzed as important. Increasingly the role of the administrators was discovered 
who were the main actors in an intermediary stage of decision. They operated 
between input and output of the political system and their contribution has been 
called ‘within-put’. The variance in the output of the compared systems was fre-
quently explained in terms of rather vague special institutions, such as corporatism 
in Scandinavia or consensus democracy in Switzerland and the Benelux countries. 
Only the enlightened neo-institutionalism of the 1980s has stopped to look for 
unilateral causal relationships between two variables in the polity system and the 
policy output. But the inclination of comparative public policy for historical deter-
mination of policy outputs was mostly preserved.

Path dependence was discovered to explain why so many rising expectations 
for reform had failed in the 1970s. Restrictions, generated by historical devel-
opments and institutional barriers, left only ‘narrow corridors’ and windows of 
opportunity for policy action. To avoid a new kind of historicism it was important 
that comparative research was growing in order to avoid ‘culture-bound generali-
zations’ as a danger of one country studies. The hopes for reform proved to be 
dependent on the type of decision which has been classified. Different types of 
conflicts give rise to different types of legislative response and measures. ‘Policy 
determines politics’ was an exaggerated slogan by Lowi (1964) frequently tested 
in comparative politics. Lowi’s typology initially showed a trinitarian design (reg-
ulative, distributive and redistributive). Later he added a fourth type: constituent 
policy. The elements of the typology were, however, not all on the same logical 
level. If we differentiate between regulative (restrictive limitation of rights, regula-
tive laws, neutral to the question of gain and loss, extensive measures aiming at an 
enlargement of rights) and distributive levels of decision (protective, distributive, 
and redistributive measures) we end up with a six-fold typology (Beyme 1998: 5f). 
The typologies of policy fields and instruments of politics were soon connected by 
the network approach. A new slogan ‘network determines policy’ was launched, 
but the differences between network theory and Lowi’s assumptions were slight. 
Both predominantly saw a determination of the policy-output by interest groups 
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and other actors in the ‘cosy triangles’ of the decision-making process (deputies, 
interest groups, and administrators who prepare implementation) even if they start 
from policies as an ‘independent variable’.

4.4  Comparison in Post-modern Theories

Post-modernism in comparative political theory is not conceived as a completely 
new paradigm. Most reasonable post-modernists accept post-modernism only as a 
mere stage of modernity which implements its basic principles in a more consequen-
tial and systematic way than classical modernity. It cannot be equated with post-
materialism or with certain processes of further differentiation and individualization 
which may lead to further decline of the old class social stratification and end up in 
theories of ‘life style’. Post-modernity is a set of theoretical assumptions rather than 
a clearly discernible new structure of society. The hopes which were widespread in 
those European countries where ecological parties were strong, that a new ‘society 
of movements’ might develop, failed to materialize. The new social movements in 
most systems were strong in the phase of agenda setting. But decision and imple-
mentation was predominantly directed by the traditional organizations.

Post-modernism strengthened thinking in terms of constructivism. Durkheim’s 
assumption that sociology per se is comparative was most eagerly adopted in post-
modern autopoietic theories of systems. But Durkheim was still a realist and not 
yet a constructivist. ‘Le fait social’, the social fact, was his basic assumption but it 
in spite of his realistic way of thinking it was a kind of ‘construct’. Post-modernist 
theories sometimes referred to Durkheim’s approach to comparative science. The 
comparative method was no special approach for Luhmann, because he suspected 
that it aimed at a ‘normative ontological framework’. He emphasized instead that 
comparative aspects had to be kept ‘variable’. In autopoietic system’s theory com-
parisons were not concerned with facts. In a society without a steering centre only 
the ‘codes’ which determined the development of the subsystems could be com-
pared. But radically different codes (government and opposition in politics, true—
not true in science, legal—illegal in law, beautiful—ugly in the arts) can hardly be 
compared since they function according to radically different logics. Systems and 
subsystems which evolve according to different codes can only ‘observe’ but not 
‘influence’ each other. Adaptations from one system in another are hardly feasible. 
Thus, the main impetus for comparative politics was given up.

Post-modern theories, such as Foucault’s (1969) Archaeology of knowledge, 
looked for variety. The ‘summing up notions’ in the ‘archaeological compari-
sons’ aimed at further pluralisation of discourses. The critical approach to com-
parative politics in post-modern thinking was overdue. But ‘thinking in fragments’ 
finally leads ‘ad absurdum’ since a controlled comparison is no longer feasible. 
In autopoietic theories of systems comparisons are close to ‘pathology’ in biol-
ogy. The principle of degenerated cells are compared with sound elements of an 
organism.

4.3 Comparisons in the Work of Thinkers in Classical Modernity
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4.5  Conclusions: Political Influences on the Evolution of 
Comparative Politics

The evolution of comparative politics is not—as it has sometimes been presented 
in the literature—a clear evolution of subsequent paradigms. There is permanent 
change in the perception of the needs of scientific comparisons, but hardly ever a 
dominant mainstream can be traced which deserves Kuhn’s mostly overstretched 
term of a ‘paradigm’. There are, however, phases in the relationship of political 
theory toward comparisons. The eras of ‘pre-modernity’, ‘classical modernity’ and 
‘post-modernism’ show differences in the application of comparative methods. 
Pre-modern scholars mostly used comparison in an anecdotic way or deducted 
characteristics from human nature or certain forms of rule (e.g. the Roman Empire 
vs. Greek states). Only in the nineteenth century a historicist approach, believing 
in a teleological development of the political systems was spreading. Comparisons 
had to show the influence of a dominant factor such as demography or economy 
on the political systems. Comparison was predominantly applied to ‘polities’, 
rarely to ‘politics’, and rather seldom to the ‘policies’ in the respective systems.

The era of classical modernity for the first time developed rigorous criteria 
for scientific comparison, no longer confounding evolution and history, theory 
and practice and accepting that the political subsystem was no longer steering a 
whole society. Post-modern theories were still more strongly aiming at variety and 
doing away with the remainders of ‘reification’ of phenomena in classical moder-
nity. ‘Communication’ as a key concept and the assumption of constructed mutual 
perceptions changed the mood of comparative scholars. The authors of classical 
modernity also for the first time tried to develop logically consistent typologies as 
a tool for developing hypotheses.

Two concepts dominated comparative research which can be traced back to 
Max Weber’s historical institutional comparisons or to Émile Durkheim’s early 
system’s approach, starting from the assumption that there is no special field of 
comparative social science. Sociology or political science were considered as 
comparative per se. The second line of development—under the impact of eco-
nomic theory—was more interested in forcasting future developments than in real-
istic description of facts.

Theories and methodological approaches do not arise out of a blue sky. 
Methods of comparative politics proved to be influenced by political events. After 
1945 American interest in foreign countries called for a new interest in foreign 
institutions. Soon, however, the ‘behavioral revolution’ discriminated the old 
institutionalism in the tradition of Herman Finer or Carl J. Friedrich. The coun-
ter-movement emphasized the comparison of dynamics of politics and politi-
cal behaviour. The emphasis shifted to interest groups and political movements. 
As a consequence of a world-wide unrest and disobedience among the youth in 
the late 1960s new critical-dialectical and sometimes Marxist theories challenged 
the alleged conservatism of the behavioralist mainstream which was blamed 
only duplicating the alienated political world by its surveys. Political science 
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discovered that the institutions were maladapted but remained unchallenged by 
behavioralists and functionalists. The scientific revolt started under the label of 
‘critique of parliamentarianism’ and soon ended up in a dogmatic new political 
economy of revolution.

When the revolt petered out neo-institutionalism and policy analysis became a 
minimal common denominator of leftists and main stream scholars. The decline of 
communist regimes facilitated the change in theories and methods of comparative 
politics. New democracies were founded. In the era of the behavioral revolution 
nobody would have dared to talk about ‘constitutional engineering’. The break-
down of dictatorship since the 1970s and 1980s opened a need for discussing old 
and new institutions. Even ‘rational choice institutionalism’ was applied to the 
study of who took which option in a case of creating a new constitutional order. 
Some former leftist scholars, such as Jon Elster, Claus Offe or Adam Przeworski 
developed an approach, dubbed as ‘rational choice Marxism’ which no longer 
accepted a ‘telos of history’ but worked out alternative options of the new elites in 
a post-communist world.

The breakdown of communism re-encouraged most distant systems designs. 
Transitions to democracy were compared in different areas and in different times. 
The theories of modernization and transition to democracy were mostly modelled 
on developments in Southern Europe and South America in the 1970s. With the 
simultaneous transformations of both economic and political systems which had 
no precedent in recent history, old assumptions of modernization theories about 
the economic prerequisites of successful democratization are no longer applicable. 
New approaches were applied to the unique character of the peaceful revolutions in 
1989, such as the testing of chaos theories from recent developments in biology and 
physics, although most of the applications remained metaphorical (Marks 1992).

Theories of various feasible roads to modernity in the tradition of Barrington 
Moore (1966) all of a sudden were outdated. On the other hand typologies of tran-
sitions, such as ‘liberalization’, ‘democratization’ and ‘consolidation’, were prema-
turely generalized. They were difficult to find in many areas of the world and proved 
to be a generalization of those former dictatorships in Southern Europe which 
consolidated quickly because they were soon integrated in the European Union 
(O’Donnell/Schmitter 1986). They might apply only to the Western tier of states in 
East-Central Europe which recently became members in the EU. ‘Consolidology’ 
as a subfield of ‘transitology’ became a new branch of comparative politics. The 
normative equation: “communism was a perversion of modernity, whereas post-
communism is enlightened modernity” was quickly discovered as an untenable 
simplification. Soon comparativists discovered the ‘defective democracies’ which 
created another busy growth sector of comparativism (Merkel et al. 2003).

The acceptance of three worlds until 1989 included the acceptance of a plu-
rality of systems. After the breakdown of Communism convergences are growing 
throughout the world. The concept of a ‘world society’ emphasized by post-mod-
ern variations of system’s theory seems to be more plausible than before 1989. 
When the biologist Maturana in the early 1980s developed the hypothesis that no 
country in the world was able to develop fully its Communism because the world 
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system was predominantly capitalist, this was taken as an abstract oddity of a non-
social scientist Nevertheless the hypothesis proved to be true. Oddly enough theo-
ries of post-modernity which emphasize plurality face an increasing streamlining 
of the world.

The consequences of this development for the methodology of comparative 
politics are not yet fully recognized. Political science mostly ignored the ‘grand 
debates’ on the level of macro-systems. Business as usual continued. Political sci-
ence stuck to the middle-level of mainly actor-oriented approaches. Recent reviv-
als such as neo-institutionalism or rational choice had more impact on political 
science than the abstract peaks of a general theory in sociology. The status of 
institutionalism in comparative politics changed dramatically over the years. 
Institutionalism used to be an invective. At the turn of the century a new exaggera-
tion was offered: “we are all institutionalists now” (Pierson/Skocpol 2002: 706).

Rational choice approaches initially served as a counter-balance against the 
dominance of behavioral studies in the 1960s. It was easily combined with a 
multi-level analysis and with an enlightened neo-institutionalism which spread in 
the 1980s. It was linked with new attempts to reach the scientific level of neigh-
bouring social sciences, such as economics: “Rational choice institutionalism 
began as pure theft, lifting analytical tools from mathematics, operations research, 
and economics” (Shepsle 2006: 55). Rational choice approaches had the virtue to 
be applicable to any behavior from the most egoistic rationality to the most altruis-
tic behavior of ‘Saints’. Against the assumptions of macro theories about autopoi-
etic systems the analysis of political actors remained meaningful. The strictly 
individualistic origin of the new approach was soon abandoned. Rational choice 
was applied also for collective entities and even for whole states. The research pro-
gram of rational choice institutionalism conquered many departments in American 
universities, but never dominated in Europe. It was not unchallenged because of 
its abstractions, its simplifications, its analytical rigorism, neglecting context. 
‘Context’ was a new catchword of comparative studies which turned back to indi-
vidual cases or to comparisons in a middle-range historical perspective.

The ‘evolution’ of comparative politics was no self-steering development, but 
one more proved to be deeply influenced by political events. The predicament of 
political science was that its capacity to forecast major events was limited. There 
was hardly an anticipation of the student’s rebellion, the ‘third-worldism’, the 
technological and ecological revolutions or the break-down of Communism. After 
1945 the scope of American political science broadened to world-wide interests 
in area- and systems studies. The ‘behavioral revolution’ for a while seemed to 
develop into a kind of dominant ‘paradigm’—but only in the United States. The 
events after 1968 challenged the naïve trust in democratic institutions and an 
‘enlightened neo-institutionalism’ had its revival. In combination with rational 
choice approaches the two traditions merged in many ways. The crisis of policy-
making under the impact of the oil crisis in 1973 strengthened the interest in trans-
national comparisons of public policies. The breakdown of communism renewed 
fields of comparisons which formerly were treated under the auspices of moderni-
zation theories with its simplified analysis of dominant factors. Democratization 
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and consolidation of the new democracies was one major interest. But soon the 
failure of consolidation ended in a new boom of studying ‘defective democracy’ 
all over the world. If ‘democracy’ was the final normative target of comparative 
studies, the scientific community had to face the fact that there are many ‘defec-
tive democracies’ but nowhere a ‘perfect democracy’—not even in the world of 
consolidated legal states and representative governments in North America and 
Western Europe.
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5.1  Political Reasons for the Decline and Resurrection of 
Normative Political Theories

The theory of politics began as a part of ethics. Plato dealt with politics and ethics 
in the same book. Aristotle began to separate the two fields but nevertheless close 
links remained: ethics was the more static, politics the dynamic side of the same 
coin. On the continent, political theories after 1945 were frequently subsumed 
under three labels: the empirical-analytical school, the dialectical school, and the 
neo-Aristotelian school. The last two labels pointed to predominantly normative 
theories. Nevertheless, normative theory was an outsider in the grand debates. No 
other century has contributed so little to questions of ethics and politics, whether 
Husserl or Heidegger, Wittgenstein or Whitehead, Bergson or Pierce or the critical 
rationalism of Karl Popper is debated (Ballestrem et al. 1990: 8).

The rather militant anti-normativism in the social sciences has been explained 
by scientific and political reasons. A scientific reason was the professionalization 
of political science, which had developed from various origins in neighbouring 
disciplines. Behaviouralism abandoned holistic notions such as ‘the state’ and 
turned to small units such as individuals and groups. Holism was considered as an 
‘unworkable doctrine’ (Philipps 1976: 123). Even functionalism with its implica-
tions of stability and balance was considered as a normative doctrine close to posi-
tivistic organicism and was not welcomed as a contribution to the analytical school 
of thinking by many rigorous behaviouralists.1

Only on the continent did the experience of totalitarianism after 1945 lead to 
a short revival of normative thinking. As far as the United States contributed to 
this debate, mostly immigrants from Europe, such as Hannah Arendt, Leo Strauss 
or Voegelin were involved. Analytical thinkers in the United States mostly did 
not believe that normative political ethics should be the appropriate answer to 

1 This text was first presented at the University of Vienna as “Revival of normative theory in 
empirical research” and has not previously been published.
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totalitarianism because the close links between morals and politics was for them 
a driving force of the development towards totalitarianism in the 1930s and 1940s 
(Moore 1978: 399). Differentiation became a basic concept of political theory—
not holism.

Conservative normative theories of politics normally opted for a mixed govern-
ment with strong emphasis on the Rechtsstaat (legal state) rather than on demo-
cratic participation. The American political revolution was the model—not the 
social revolution intended by revolutionaries in France since 1789 and in Russia 
since 1917. Radical normative theories, on the other hand, criticized precisely this 
USA-centered image of a ‘good polity’.

The critical-dialectical school, particularly strong in post-war Germany, was 
normative without offering a model, and concentrated on developing a political 
theory which was not the mere theoretical duplication of a miserable social reality. 
Communism as a model since Marcuse was no longer feasible because its ration-
alistic and technocratic bias suffered from the same deficiencies as the ‘imperialist 
democracy’ in the West. Critics complained that the bipolar constellation in the 
world created on the one hand a hidden collusion of theoretical principles in the 
first and second worlds and on the other a political divergence of two competing 
ideologies which developed anti-communism in the West into a general anti-nor-
mative thinking (Rödel et al. 1989: 11f).

The erosion of communist systems moved normative models back into the cen-
tre. Concepts such as ‘virtue of citizens’ and ‘civil society’ proved to be not just 
utopian dreams; they had contributed to the peaceful revolutions in Eastern Europe 
and the victory of democracy over a bureaucratic and sclerotic communist system 
(Cohen et al. 1992: 15). Long before the collapse of the last European dictator-
ships, a change of paradigm had developed since Rawls’s Theory of Justice, which 
was powerful and convincing—though rather unpolitical (Ricci 1984: 321f). 
The new normative debate from the early 1980s, as an answer by those think-
ers labelled ‘communitarians’ to the liberal formalism and proceduralism of the 
Rawlsians, brought politics back into a discussion which had started as a debate on 
the fundamentals of the polity. The remarkable side of this new wave of political 
philosophy was that no monopoly of justification and certainty was erected. The 
debate was really interdisciplinary and some of the leading figures, such as Walzer 
or Sandel, held chairs of political science rather than philosophy. Political science 
even in America has been a hidden resort of normative thinking at a time of the 
triumph of scientistic concepts. Even the strongholds of the behavioural revolt, the 
political science departments of Ann Arbor, Chicago or other schools, have per-
manently included about 10 % of the chairs of political philosophy and normative 
reasoning in the light of a history of political ideas (figures in: Beyme 1988). The 
flexibility of political science departments offered some of the communitarian phi-
losophers a wider audience than they would have had in highly specialized depart-
ments of philosophy.

Some conservative torchbearers among the communitarians who criticized the 
dominant liberal theories, such as MacIntyre (1981), directly referred to theories 
of virtue which were widely discussed among the neo-Aristotelian schools in 
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Europe after the war. Virtue of citizens was developed into a counter-concept to 
the liberal concept of justice. The protagonists of the two positions were stream-
lined into radical alternative positions: atomist abstract and universalist liberalism 
versus humanist communitarianism starting with the concrete situations of life and 
reflecting the needs of divergent political actors (O’Neill 1996). Postmodern think-
ing in fragments, which originally had nothing to do with the new search for jus-
tice, provided intellectual leverage for communitarian ideas. Moreover, the debates 
about political correctness attracted political theories which emphasized par-
ticularist rights against universalist generalizations. The new republicanism con-
tradicted the liberal assumption made since Kant that material justice—not only 
formal procedural justice—is superior to ideas about the common good. Politics 
of justice was more than the utilitarian sum of all individual preferences. Freedom 
and participation were intimately linked in these new theories, whereas liberal-
ism considered freedom as the higher value and thought of participation only as 
an accidental instrument of the implementation of freedom. Most communitarians 
emphasized self-government as a condition of liberty. The radical alternative of 
virtue versus justice in the long run was overcome: virtue with justice became a 
kind of new common denominator.

The theories of civil society and citizenship ended the ridicule of concepts such 
as virtue by the analytical and empirical scholars. Habermas (1981, vol. 1: 18) in 
his survey on the shortcomings of modern social theories blamed political sci-
ence for having abandoned the normatism of natural law and for excluding ques-
tions of legitimacy. Legitimacy since Max Weber had been reduced to a ‘belief in 
legitimation’ which could be studied with the help of empirical survey methods. 
In the same year that Habermas wrote this harsh criticism of a whole discipline, 
American social theory accomplished a change of paradigm. Liberalism and com-
munitarianism continued to criticize each other, but they were basically at one in 
renouncing the empirical utilitarian model of democracy. Both demanded a theory 
of democratic legitimacy and justice. The new normativism had a broad and plu-
ralistic consent. Normativists were reborn, as Cohen and Arato said in their semi-
nal survey of civil society theories.

5.2  The ‘Rapprochement’ Between Normative Theory and 
Empirical Research

In the history of political theories a normative element has never been completely 
abandoned. Sabine defined political theory in terms of statements about facts, 
statements about causal relations, and prognoses about likely developments in the 
future. The third element was reflection on what ‘ought to be’. Sabine’s assump-
tions were based on the pragmatic tradition from Dewey to Mead. Only dogmatic 
rational choice thinkers thought operation no. 2, prognoses about forthcoming 
developments and the accuracy of their predictions, more important than the real-
ity of their assumptions (Downs 1957: 21). The most anti-normative approach, 
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the neo-Kantian division between ‘what is’ and ‘what ought to be’ did not exclude 
normative judgements, but it did not consider them as part of the scientific work 
stricto sensu. The American pragmatic tradition predominantly did not accept this 
division of what there is and what there ought to be. Even early behaviouralism 
was close enough to the progressive movement in America to include normative 
postulates in its intellectual operations. Critical policy analysis and the dissent-
ers to the mainstream of the 1960s organized themselves into the ‘Caucus’ within 
the American Political Science Association, and started from normative postulates 
even before analysing political reality. Critical rationalists of Karl Popper’s school 
on the other hand were convinced that normative reasoning is to be excluded from 
the central operations of analysis, and is only admissible at the stage of hypoth-
esis formation and of drawing conclusions from empirical analysis. With increas-
ing numbers of defectors from neopositivism and Popper’s rigorous orthodoxy of 
falsification, the old Weberian postulate for Wertfreiheit (value-free science) was 
reduced to historical relativism: value-free science as a postulate made sense only 
at a certain historical stage of intellectual development. The postulate of value-free 
science served as an instrument for professionalizing young scientists and for pro-
tecting science against interference from the state. It also served as a buffer against 
the ‘false friends’ among those scholars sharing a certain political position who 
tried to transform their ‘friends’ into zealots of a ‘common cause’. Value-free sci-
ence was a kind of armistice between different schools of thought in the age of 
ideologies and between scientists and politicians (Beck 1974: 208ff). Value-free 
science was a programme of action, but the scientists knew that it could only par-
tially be implemented. Theoretical concept formation in many cases meant norma-
tive thinking, especially when holistic notions of integrating a fragmented society 
were involved, such as ‘democracy’, ‘civic culture’ or ‘civil society’. Normative 
‘ascetism’ did not prevent the inclusion of normative elements in the analysis 
because even so-called social reality was “impregnated by normative elements” 
(Peters 1993: 24f).

The rapprochement of normative political philosophy and empirical politi-
cal theory was facilitated by the decline of neopositivism—which had served 
as a rampart against the historicist normativism of the dialectical school and the 
neo-Marxists. It was no longer urgently needed when Marxism eroded a decade 
before Communist systems withered away. Postmodernist thinking in fragments 
was hostile to the holistic assumptions of Weber’s value-free science and ration-
alism. Moreover, the new theoretical trends were moving from realism and the 
idea that the concepts corresponded with social reality to various shades of con-
structivist thinking. The moderate variation of constructivism does not assume 
that all concepts are conventional agreements among scholars and that there 
is no social reality. They rather knew that crude empiricism was wrong and that 
empirical assumptions and a kind of ‘fictitious reality’ are constructed. The school 
of rational choice did not accept that ‘motivating political morality’ was behind 
social reality and that therefore theoretical sentences cannot be formulated unless 
time and context is considered (Goodin 1992: 150). But in a parallel way certain 
mathematically oriented schools of thought in social science developed the idea 
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that there is no social reality. Rational choice scholars construct a social reality as 
an approach to the world as it may be and as it can be predicted in its development. 
Like normative thinkers, they avoid contact with descriptive reality. Normative 
assumptions are fully included in this constructed image of the world: the good-
ness of Mother Teresa can be maximized according to the same rules as the most 
reckless ‘casino capitalism’ of mafia entrepreneurs.

Normative assumptions in many approaches were the starting point for any 
empirical analysis. The formation of concepts for analysis was discovered to be 
not very far from normative deduction. Mutual tolerance between political phi-
losophy and empirical political theory was growing. Policy analysis—start-
ing with desired goals in development—has contributed considerably to this 
rapprochement.

Normative thinkers have complained for decades that empirical research has 
marginalized them and kept them in the ghetto of ‘powerful book learning’ with 
no relevance to empirical science. After the rapprochement their influence on 
political science has grown. Nevertheless, they were not satisfied. As with theol-
ogy in some progressive divinity schools—apart from the hard core of dogmatic 
theory—the normativists turned to a kind of soft social science, reflecting every-
thing under the sun in terms of the social sciences, only without the rigorous meth-
ods applied by them. They frequently turned to semi-empirical work, digging into 
many details of empirical analysis. This was very obvious in the case of the com-
munitarians who had started with a criticism of the abstract and formalistic notions 
of Rawls’s theory of justice and tried to be closer to the political reality of their 
respective countries.

The revival of normative political theory was accompanied by a paradoxi-
cal development: the more open empirical research, especially in policy analy-
sis, was to normative theory, the less normative theory political philosophy dared 
to offer. Habermas complained that the ‘idealistic content’ of normative theory 
‘melted under the sun of experiences in social science’. Habermas proved to be 
a good example for the development he analysed. For decades, his theory of dis-
course was denounced as an idealistic utopia far from the experiences of empiri-
cal communication theory. Now he denounced the communitarians as being ‘too 
idealistic’—even when they pretended to work on the basis of Habermas’ theory 
of discourse. The new political ethics among the communitarians was doomed 
to failure according to Habermas because there is no agreement on one system 
of political ethics. The plurality of positions needs mediation between interests, 
which cannot be achieved via ethical discourses. This criticism of communitarian-
ism sounded just like earlier criticisms of Habermas’ theories by empirical schol-
ars. The argument that his image of man in society was too optimistic, Habermas 
passed on to the communitarians. Hume’s device ‘rules not men’—a classical con-
servative and liberal argument against the preachers of virtue—was now directed 
against the new theory of virtue, since Habermas rediscovered the Rechtsstaat, the 
constitutional legal state. Thus, he came close to the slogan of ‘freedom instead 
of virtue’ which was developed by the older liberals in opposition to the post-war 
normativists.

5.2 The ‘Rapprochement’ Between Normative Theory and Empirical Research
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There was a second paradox in the development of political theory and politi-
cal philosophy: Utopias became acceptable since the Communist systems—origi-
nally built on utopian political thought—perished and no longer discredited them. 
Deideologization in normative theory-building even made analytical thinkers 
more tolerant towards normativism. Empiricists started encouraging the norma-
tive school with paternalistic encouragements: ‘courage to develop utopia’ because 
they knew that utopias no longer endangered the status quo of society.

Mannheim (1952: 225) had tried to declare the decline of ideology as a positive 
movement. The decline of utopian thinking, however, was a vision of horror for 
Mannheim: “The perishing of utopia created a kind of static rationalism in which 
man is degraded to an object”. The negative notion of ideology—opposed to the 
positive notion of a progressive Weltanschauung in Marxist thought—was behind 
this misleading dichotomy. Utopia was the necessary indispensable normative 
dream of a society grounded on justice. Ideology, on the other hand, was only the 
appearance of justice, used to hide the partial interests of one social group. This 
dichotomy is hardly tenable. Ideologies are more partial normative systems, but 
they are less easily recognized than utopias. Communism in the phase of erosion 
has demonstrated the dangers of ideology. The utopian dream of a Communist 
society was first postponed and later abandoned. An ideology of real socialism 
was opposed to Maoist and Castrist utopias which cannot be implemented. Mature 
socialism as an ideology replaced the utopia of Communist society and attracted 
more acceptance from the non-Communists than the older utopia which had fas-
cinated many intellectuals in the West but soon was discovered as the ‘God that 
failed’.

Bell (1966: 405) was another thinker in the tradition of the old left who hailed 
utopias and discriminated between ideologies. ‘The end of ideology’ for him 
amounted to a still greater need for utopia:

The end of ideology is not—should not be—the end of utopia as well. If anything, one 
can begin anew the discussion of utopia only being aware of the trap of ideology. The 
point is that ideologists are ‘terrible simplifiers’… There is now, more than ever, some 
need for utopia, in the sense that men need—as they have always needed—some intelli-
gence. Yet the ladder to the City of Heaven can no longer be a ‘faith ladder’, but an empir-
ical one: a utopia has to specify where one wants to go, how to get there, the costs of the 
enterprise and some realization of, and justification for the determination of who is to pay.

Again the positive assessment of utopia and the negative evaluation of ideol-
ogy is not very convincing. Utopias in the classical sense never contained empiri-
cal elements to indicate ‘how to get there’ and the ‘costs of the enterprise’. 
Normally ideologies have added this element of strategic thinking to the utopian 
core beliefs—and this has discredited the normative theory in the long run because 
the strategical and tactical elements tended to grow at the expense of the norma-
tive core of the utopia. The empirical test of utopia demanded by Daniel Bell will 
probably lead to discarding the utopia or to ideological simplification in order to 
show that parts of the utopia can be implemented without exaggerated costs.

In the new ‘rapprochement’ of empirical and normative thought, uto-
pias became more acceptable again. But their normative content was mostly 



65

exaggerated, unless it be that some kind of ‘State of God’ was called utopia. The 
classical utopias of early modern times from Thomas More down to Harrington 
contain a lot of empirical elements together with some normative postulates. The 
‘language of Aesop’ in times of absolutist rule forced thinkers to hide empiri-
cal analysis behind the exploration of some distant utopian land which quite fre-
quently had visible traits of the country for which the work was written. Thoughts 
that might have been perceived as utopia at their time, such as More’s hopes for a 
humane treatment of criminals or Harrington’s proposals for reorganizing agricul-
tural property for a gentry which supported the system, became more empirical 
after a century than they were at the time of writing. Other elements of utopias, 
on the other hand, were regressive concepts in a society which declined over the 
course of the century, like many utopias in the late Middle Ages which hoped to 
revive the old system of a functioning society of estates, each respecting the rights 
of the other strata and powers. At the end of such a development, fictitious travel 
reports were written, such as Montesquieu’s ‘Lettres persanes’, which hardly con-
tained utopian elements and were just contemporary thoughts on negative develop-
ments disguised under exotic references to distant countries in order to mislead 
censorship.

This erosion of utopia since the period of renaissance was accelerated after 
the end of totalitarian ideologies. Autopoiesis—a postmodern version of sys-
tems theory after Parsons—was probably the most ‘defeatist’ theory concerning 
normative thought. Normative postulates were frequently ridiculed by Luhmann 
as ‘remnants of old Europe’. Like planning and forecasting, the development of 
ideologies was declared to be futile. Observation of the evolution was the only 
operation of political theory that made sense. Habermas has criticized this cyni-
cal postmodernism which amounted to a new decisionist competence of experts 
in what Luhmann called ‘administration’—oddly enough comprising politics. But 
this criticism proved to be a rearguard fight: the normative content of the theory 
of discourse was shrinking from book to book as Habermas wrote. The boom in 
ethics remained largely theoretical. Ethics commissions were established when 
new problems arose where finding a consensual decision seemed to be difficult. 
The new moral thrust was even a kind of compensation of the fact that a frag-
mented society can no longer agree on a rational strategy for solving a problem. 
The normative results of these strategies of evasion are, however, as fragmented 
as the society which tries to delegate moral responsibility: ethical commissions 
create fragmented special ethics for every field of activity or scientific discipline. 
Luhmann’s cynical theory explains the functions of normative reasoning as a 
compensation for the lack of an unified ethical system. Morality in a fragmented 
society seems to have the necessary bipolar code which establishes a distinct sub-
system: good or bad. In spite of these simple criteria, morals do not constitute an 
independent subsystem in modern society (Luhmann 1993: 33). This weakness 
is compensated for and morals serve as a kind of reinforcement for the values in 
other subsystems: political morality is invoked in cases of corruption and scandals 
in politics and contributes to a self-purification of the political system. The sub-
system of politics cannot be transformed into a moral entity. Morals serve only to 
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preserve the code of functioning of the subsystem by sacrificing some individuals 
who abuse the possibilities of politics.

Normative theory in such a concept of social theory, which starts from the 
assumption of further differentiation and fragmentation, parallel to the evolution 
of the whole world where the elements are drifting apart towards entrophy, only 
has the function of reinforcing the ethical code of the system which is the least 
common denominator. Each normative postulate provokes counter-postulates. 
The normative theory of politics thus has the function of finding those minimal 
agreements acceptable to most members of society or of one of its subsystems. 
Normative thought in this perception has a peacekeeping function in a situation 
which is close to a civil war of competing norms. This contributes, however, to a 
development in which the utopian content of normative thought is further shrink-
ing and political ethics is oriented towards consensus and political reality.

The new normative political philosophy does not require a belief in metaphys-
ics. Voegelin (1965: 14), torchbearer of the old normativists, who founded practi-
cally a sect of true believers, still demanded belief in an ontology of strata that 
included the divine sphere, to make it relevant for the lower spheres of society 
within the world. It was not by chance that most empirical political scientists who 
tried to read such postulates remained ‘pre-clear’ and outside the in-group, and 
(according to the master’s view) among the mass of people who had only doxai 
(opinions) to offer instead of insight and wisdom. But there were softer forms of 
normativism—from Hannah Arendt and Michael Oakeshott to the Freiburg school 
in the tradition of neo-Aristotelian ‘practical philosophy’. Some of them have 
been revived by the waves of neo-normative thinking and integrated into empirical 
political science. The old controversy between episteme (science) and the search 
for phronesis, political and social prudence, have fortunately not been revived. The 
contemporary consensus is rather: both episteme and phronesis!

5.3  The Normative Duplication of Social and  
Political Reality

Critical dialectical thinkers such as Habermas have been ‘Weberized’. Dogmatic 
American liberalism has been communitarized (Bell 1993: 8). Rawls made some 
concessions to the communitarians. Walzer has accepted that communitarianism 
is not a fundamental opposition to liberalism but only a corrective in times when 
liberalism is uncritically exaggerated. Communitarianism serves to strengthen the 
healing forces within liberalism in itself.

Normative thinking in political theory withdrew into a kind of ‘constitutional 
engineering’ after complaints about ungovernability had been abandoned by the 
conservative camp. Governing has changed to networking—but this is precisely 
the reason why non-governability can no longer be imputed. Right-wing techno-
crats do not offer far-reaching political vistas. The debate is restricted to a few 
corrections of the existing systems such as popular election of the president and 
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a switch to a semi-presidential system, combined with a more majoritarian elec-
toral law. Some countries in crisis have half-heartedly introduced some changes 
towards these normative postulates: Israel created the worst of two worlds with 
the popular election of the prime minister and Italy changed its electoral law 
with a kind of reservatio mentalis which has been dubbed: ‘maggioritario ma 
non troppo’ (Bartolini et al. 1995). Conservative and radical reformers some-
times agree—except in Germany which stubbornly and wrongly thinks that the 
Weimar Republic disintegrated because of popular referenda—that some plebi-
scitarian elements should be introduced in order to overcome the alienation of 
the citizens from their political system, the so-called Politikverdrossenheit. The 
normative image of a strong democracy developed by Barber (1984) was widely 
discussed but in tune with the trends of normative thinking was rather ‘homeo-
pathic’. Theory according to Barber should be coherent but realistic. Existing rep-
resentative institutions should be revitalized by new participatory possibilities for 
the citizens. The de-professionalization of politics was demanded in many varia-
tions of homoeopathic political theory from Barber to Beck. This kind of reformist 
pragmatism is reasonable—but hardly motivating for the alienated citizens, who 
escape into subsystems of privacy. Former radicals among the dialectical school of 
thought, such as Offe, restrict the reforms by what he calls the ‘auto- paternalistic 
mental reservation’. Reformers need to renounce means of participation which 
confuse the normal representative process of decision-making by imposing any 
topic at any time if minorities so desire.

There are still some models of participatory democracy being discussed, but 
most of them have abandoned the assumption that participation is the highest 
value per se because it creates an ‘outside interest’ for the citizens and transcends 
the concept of merely private life (Naschold 1969: 51). Mostly, realistic politi-
cal theory has accepted that politics is a rather marginal field of interest for most 
people. We have to explain why some people are eagerly interested in politics 
rather than why most people have more private interests. This does not mean that 
political theory has to fall back to the opposite extreme and impute with Harold 
Lasswell a pathological background to those who demonstrate political ambition. 
Utilitarian calculations are admitted in postmodern normative political theory and 
no longer ‘denigrate’ the values of participatory democracy. Most people neither 
have the resources nor do they see the necessary rewards for participating in poli-
tics in order to attain more than a short-time goal. Since the rise of the new social 
movements, ad hoc politics, mobilization for a limited purpose and outside the big 
machines of parties or organized pressure groups, is not only accepted but even 
frequently considered as the most appropriate method of democratic participation. 
Not maximizing but rather optimizing democratic participation is the goal of nor-
mative democratic theory (Schmalz-Bruns 1995: 17).

Democratic theory has recently been characterized by a certain ‘normative 
defeatism’. The meta-theories behind this development have mostly abandoned 
the idea that truth can be attained by reasoning and are satisfied with a conven-
tional idea of truth: truth is what most people can agree on. With the reduction of 
truth to convention, the normative thrust of theory is considerably reduced. This 
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can be shown in the theoretical evaluation of politics by committees of experts as 
well as by ethical commissions: since agreement about the scientific feasibility of 
a political measure is not easy to attain, the acceptance of politics by the people 
is increasingly the supreme criterion for evaluation. Lincoln’s Gettysburg formula 
still included three elements of democracy on an equal basis: politics of the peo-
ple, by the people and for the people. With shrinking political participation the 
value ‘for’ the people and the responsiveness of politicians is the main indicator 
for good politics.

After this development, fundamental criticism of the ‘system’ is no longer fea-
sible. The normative goals of democracy try to optimize democratic participation 
in the subsystems. ‘Bargaining democracy’, ‘cooperation of networks’, ‘politi-
zation of subsystems’ are the main concepts. ‘Reflexive democracy’ is the new 
label—but its torchbearers no longer claim to protect the normative goals of their 
concept against the insights of empirical research (Schmalz-Bruns 1995: 153). 
It is not so much empirical theory which limits the claims of normative political 
philosophy. It is rather the self-restraint of normative theory itself which spreads 
after the decline of the Popper orthodoxy of critical rationalism. Habermas is the 
best-known model for a development which seemed to force a normative thinker 
to accumulate more and more empirical knowledge. The problem is, however, that 
these empirical findings are used in a highly selective way. Habermas’ normative 
idea of discourse did not need empirical research into the Lebenswelt of small 
groups and families. The problem is rather that Habermas discusses the problem of 
‘life world’ on the epistemological level of Husserl’s phenomenology, on the level 
of social philosophy in the tradition of Schütz, and on the third level of empiri-
cal sociology. Only the top level was necessary for the normative derivation of his 
conclusions (Apel 1989: 22ff).

The obsession of normative thinkers from Habermas to Walzer with increas-
ing the empirical plausibility of their concepts by heaping up analytical literature 
normally does not make the concepts used clearer. There is an infinite regression 
to auxiliary theories down to the sphere of linguistics, psychology of perception, 
or evolution of childhood. All this would have been unnecessary if Habermas had 
been satisfied that he developed—next to Rawls’s theory of justice—the most 
encompassing normative theory of social life. Habermas seemed to be offended 
when he was said to have developed a normative political theory. As a matter of 
fact, his theories are much less acceptable in their empirical parts than in the nor-
mative core. Against the intentions of the author, the main influence of his theory 
came from the normative parts of his works.

There is no harm done if an eminent author writes two volumes instead of one 
to increase the empirical evidence and plausibility of his assumptions. The reader 
can overlook these parts and dig into the essence of a book. The negative impact of 
this kind of theoretical development is, however, that normative theory gets more 
and more affirmative the stronger it works with empirical facts. Again Habermas 
is a good example. His work was hailed as a forerunner of normative justifica-
tion of the new social movements. Habermas was sceptical from the outset. But 
from the early 1990s he stressed that parliament should be the centre of all the 
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political discourses and deliberative politics he advocated (Habermas 1992: 215). 
The thrust of civil society and its torchbearer, the social movement, is reduced 
to ‘loopholes of reflection’ and ‘pluralization of group formation’. Empirical 
network analysis comes to the same conclusion—but without normative theo-
ries. Reinvention of reality is the result—not normative political theory (Cohen 
et al. 1994: 149ff). Beck (1993: 209) is a master of reinvention when he tries to 
‘invent the political’, which means a new politics that not only applies rules but 
aims at a ‘reflexive’ policy that changes the rules. But his politization is rather tau-
tological. Strikes and electoral politics are said to be old-fashioned. But what is 
new? Blockades and stoppages as his new instruments of reflexive democracy are, 
however, just called minor instruments which have always been used by the tra-
ditional social movements. Network is the new concept, which creates a minimal 
consensus between normative theorists and empirical analysts in political science.

The positive side of this development is that the social movements are no 
longer said to create ‘authentic participation’ and democracy. The new minimal-
ism of participatory democracy aims at a competition of the modes of participation 
offered by the state and those offered by society (Held 1989: 182). The ‘double 
strategy’ of the traditional Leninists is deprived of its former revolutionary ambi-
guity. Only a peaceful competition of modes of participation is envisaged by the 
new models of participatory democracy. The new theories of democracy no longer 
accept Berelson’s theory of ‘stabilizing apathy’, but rather develop models of 
moderate participation. Most of them know that there are empirical limits to par-
ticipation because in certain areas theoretical fashions mobilize people and lead to 
“an overcrowding of a policy arena” (Schmalz-Bruns 1995: 250). Even Beck—so 
fond of ‘subpolitization’—recognized that too much subpolitization can strengthen 
social confusion and lead to general powerlessness (Beck 1993: 233).

New theories about elites and political class, however, promote little confidence 
even in these limited forms of democratic participation. Responsiveness of the 
elites seems to be the only way of preventing the development of further politi-
cal alienation and dissatisfaction (Politikverdrossenheit). Political philosophy thus 
came so close to developments in the political world that the political philosopher 
was in danger of abandoning philosophy and becoming an imitation of the politi-
cian in the realm of discourse. This tendency was obvious even in Rawls’s later 
specifications of his theory—though there is also the opposite criticism that Rawls 
remained in the pure realm of “what ought to be” (Gerecke 1995: 44).

There is a final paradox developing: no Marxian verdict against images of the 
good society—sometimes compared with the iconoclastic mood of Jewish reli-
gion—is visible against the utopian socialists of our time. No neo-Kantian rig-
ourism can uphold the eternal gap between what there is and what ought to be, 
which has prevented the development of normative political theory for almost a 
century—at least in Central Europe. Nevertheless, normative theory is mutilated 
by coming too close to reality. Walzer’s ‘spheres of justice’ escaped this dilemma 
in a particular way (for an alternative view: Cohen 1986), but Etzioni’s book has 
caused the normative ideas to deteriorate by digging into the details of ‘neighbour-
hood watch groups’ and a ‘citizen-oriented police’. He even overlooks the dangers 
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of this kind of ‘concretism’ and does not recognize that the social control of mobi-
lized social groups can be more difficult than state control, which is mostly incom-
plete and inefficient. Political theory in the age of postmodernism has developed 
in a way which was criticized in the 1960s by the radical students’ movement: 
political theory tends to become the mere duplication of reality—without creative 
normative fantasy. Science tends to follow the arts: modern or postmodern art no 
longer overcomes an unpleasant reality but from pop art to kitchen-sink art repro-
duces dreadful reality in a fragmented way.

5.4  Conclusion

Normative political theory is no longer completely neglected in political science as 
was the case in the period of the ‘behavioural revolution’. Neo-contractualism was 
the great thrust of revival for normative theory. The concept of civil society made 
normativist theories reasonable. To support certain normative positions, ethnic or 
etatist theories are no longer necessary. Postmodern thinking in fragments swept 
away the hierarchical ontologies which characterized the neo-Aristotelian and neo-
Thomistic normative theories after the Second World War.

Neo-contractualism abandoned thinking in terms of collective entities such as 
classes or nations. The individual returned to the centre of political theory. The 
mutual contractual relationship of individuals, recognizing their rights and duties, 
no longer needed metaphysical assumptions. Since Kant, the social contract has 
anyway only been a construct of reason. Mutual recognition originally seemed to 
restrict itself to a procedural ideal in John Rawls’s terms. Communitarianism has 
added an element of material justice. Rational choice theories help to reconstruct 
the strategies of individuals, which are no longer restricted to maximizing personal 
benefits or even profits.

This extremely positive development was accompanied by the drawback that 
normative theories came too close to empirical findings. Analytic-empirical theo-
ries and normative theories tend to merge. If normative theory comes too close 
to empirical reality the result may be purely democratic decisionism. The former 
function of normative theory was to transcend the narrow framework of rationalist 
modernity.

Communism perished because the gap between the normative ideal of origins 
and ‘goulash or Polski-Fiat communism’ in reality was too big and the cred-
ibility of the systems was undermined. Democratic market societies have less 
ambitious positive normative ideas about a society of justice. But the negative 
freedom from state supervision, combined with options for individual social 
development, are normally respected. This does not mean that there are no gaps. 
In the United States this has been called the IvI gap (ideas versus institutions) 
(Huntington 1981: 39, 45). In waves, the normative basis of the American creed 
is violated and the institutions have to be purged in order to minimize the gap 
between ideals and institutions. For a long time, European politics had no basic 
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consent underlying the institutions, and fundamental criticism and new norma-
tive theories had to aim at ‘another Republic’. In the postmodern period, with 
the erosion of ideologies and the huge machines of membership parties in the 
old and the new democracies, Europe is getting closer to the pragmatic way in 
which American Republicanism has handled the normative problem. The rise of 
a non-ethnic consensus of some kind of constitutional patriotism is the mini-
mal agreement of citizens on a normative ideal. It leaves room for normative 
theory—but excludes ideological alternatives and limits its functions to working 
towards overcoming the periodically rising gap between normative ideals and 
political reality.
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6.1  Introduction1

Adorno’s 100th anniversary is more difficult to celebrate than the anniversaries 
of other thinkers. In the early days there was a collective enterprise of thinking 
with Horkheimer, who in 1930 became the director of the “Institute for Social 
Research” in Frankfurt. Sometimes the ‘twin thinkers’ were compared to Marx 
and Engels to whom both owed a lot. In the tradition of Hegel both wanted to 
overcome the division of philosophy and empirical research in a critical philoso-
phy of history. The Frankfurt school in its first phase still defined history as a pro-
cess of the progress of productive forces, but from the outset they were convinced 
that these productive forces were neither the incarnation of rationality, nor that the 
proletariat was necessarily the torch-bearer of social progress. Adorno, however, 
was more than Horkheimer convinced that ‘critical theory’ could no longer be a 
form of reflection for the organised working class.

Adorno was more than the other important members of the Institute—such 
as Marcuse, Fromm, Kirchheimer and others—struck by the experience that the 
rise of fascism undermined the belief in the rationality of a development of tech-
nology and civilisation. Insofar Adorno was—as many right wing thinkers from 
Heidegger to Arnold Gehlen in Germany—in the tradition of the intellectual 
dichotomy of ‘civilisation’ and ‘culture’. Anglo-Saxons and French writers on 
the basis of their languages had no chance to denigrate ‘civilisation’ and to hail 
‘culture’ in quasi metaphysical terms as the incarnation of totality and the unity 
of rational and emotional values. But his criticism of technocratic society and the 
search for true culture distanced itself from the conservative thinkers of his time, 
such as Jaspers, Ortega y Gasset and even Huxley who saw culture as a value per 
se. True enlightenment does not conserve the cultural values of the past but fights 
for the lost hopes of former generations (DdA: 15).

1 This text was presented in Mexico City in 2003 at the National Autonomous University of 
Mexico (UNAM) and has not been published previously.
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Though there is no unified ‘Frankfurt school’ and even Adorno and 
Horkheimer differentiated in their work, the younger generation of the Frankfurt 
school, such as Wellmer (1985: 137) thought that it was almost impossible to 
evaluate Adorno’s political philosophy. Adorno avoided systematic thinking. 
Every dogmatic fixation was part of the over-all critique of the reality of his 
time. Adorno was always afraid of the ordinary scientific language. This is why 
he preferred the use of foreign language notions (O’Neill 1999: 81) which—
combined with a very individualistic use of his German language—makes his 
work not easy interpretable. Adorno hated the academic philosophy in which he 
had trouble to be successful and which he blamed to act according the opposite 
device of Descartes’ famous slogan: “Sum, ergo cogito” (In a free translation: 
I am sitting on an academic chair and thus I have to think). Adorno distrusted 
general notions, but nevertheless was not consequent enough to turn to poetry 
of music and thus did not avoid ‘reification’ of many notions which became 
political slogans in 1968. As an empirical scholar I think we cannot avoid gen-
eralising his ideas and subsuming them under certain general notions—via 
comparisons.

Adorno’s way of thinking was certainly influenced by his early hopes of 
becoming a musical artist which he abandoned only about 1925 and tried to get 
his second doctorate (Habilitation) in philosophy (1927) (Wiggershaus 1986: 98). 
More than other members of the Institute—who like Pollock still worked on a the-
ory of ‘state monopoly capitalism’—Adorno entered into polemics with the nar-
row rationality concepts of Marxism. Under the influence of Walter Benjamin he 
added two new approaches to Marxist philosophy:

•	 The synthesis of Freud and Marx, an interest shared with Marcuse and Fromm,
•	 the emphasis on aesthetic interpretation of civilisation and culture.

The unique development of Adorno combined leftist Hegelian thought with 
the cultural pessimism of thinkers such as Schopenhauer and Nietzsche who were 
mainly adopted by right-wing philosophy. With Horkheimer, Adorno worked in 
the early 1940s on the book on Dialectics of Enlightenment which developed a 
negative philosophy of history. Under the impression of emigration and persecu-
tion by the Nazis they discovered a ‘logic of decay and disintegration’. In the pro-
cess of civilisation, ‘Verdinglichung’ (reification) seemed to be the fate of a social 
development which was built on the mere domination of nature. This process—
built on a system’s theory—has neglected the communicative values of the sphere 
of life, an idea which later was developed by Adornos assistant Jürgen Habermas. 
Whereas Habermas, however, later came increasingly to a new synthesis of a sys-
tem’s and a sphere of life perspective, Adorno saw no chance to develop political 
possibility for his social research and for concrete political practice. At best the 
result was a kind of ‘attentism’—in a period of messianic hope for an interrup-
tion of the process of civilisation. Under the influence of Benjamin the critique of 
existing societies included social democratic devices for incremental changes and 
developments toward a more human socialist society.
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6.2  Studies in Fascism

Max Horkheimer even during the war continued to hope that ‘active resistance’ 
against fascism was possible. Contrary to Bert Brecht (Der unaufhaltsame Aufstieg 
des Arturo Ui) and other German left-wing writers Adorno and Horkheimer did 
not consider the Nazis as a mere clique of gangsters, usurping power via coup 
d’état. According to the social psychological approaches they recognized the cor-
respondence of the Nazis with the (however mislead) intentions of great parts of 
the German society. Adorno (MM: 120) came up with the odd idea that even Hitler 
was ‘too liberal’ to recognise all the failures of liberalism which he hated. Fascist 
leaders were ‘Charaktermasken’, victims as well as criminal actors. Hitler himself 
was hardly more than the ‘drummer of his society’

When Adorno and his collaborators worked on the project of ‘Studies in 
Prejudice’, sponsored by American Jewish Committee, they overcame a former 
prejudice of their own: that capitalist countries such as Nazi Germany and demo-
cratic America were unlikely to wage a war against each other. Fascism was the 
natural product of a crisis of international capital (Doc. in: Dubiel 1978: 62ff). The 
Authoritarian Personality, part one of the studies led by Adorno, Else Frenkel-
Brunswik, Daniel Levinson and R. Nevitt Sanford, was developed in a time when 
the USA fought against fascism and was allied to the Soviet Union (Adorno et al. 
1968, vol. 2).

The empirical work with surveying more than 2,000 students was done, how-
ever, in a time of the cold war, when the hopes for a new human ‘pax Americana’ 
in the whole world seemed to fail. The fascist character was no longer something 
which existed only in Europe. Fascist characters were—contrary to the current 
American folklore—nothing particularly inherent in the Germans. That Italians 
and Germans first became pray of fascist regimes was rather explained in Marxist 
terms, with the traditional character of capitalism in these countries.

Fascist characters, however, could also develop in higher developed capital-
ist societies. They were characterised by rigid conventional middle-class values, 
conformist behaviour, combined with pessimistic anthropology, suspicion against 
sexual freedom, submission under hierarchies and idealised authorities, combined 
with hatred against minorities. In terms of psychoanalysis the fascist character in 
the Freudian trinity showed an ‘underdeveloped ego’, an externalised ‘super-ego’ 
and an ego-hostile ‘it’ (Es/it). Adorno wrote in a chapter on the AP project that his 
aim was a cultural anthropology of anti-semitism and “to find out how objective 
economic laws operate, not so much through the individual’s economic ‘motiva-
tions’ than through his unconscious make-up…” (Remarks on the Authoritarian 
Personality: 15; cit. Wiggershaus 1986: 478).

The studies in prejudice about authoritarian personalities was a progress com-
pared to the anthropological literature of that time which explained authoritarian 
attitudes by some kind of national character. Odd generalisations were used such 
as a causal links between methods of child rearing in Germany, Japan and Russia 
and the respective political systems (Gorer, Mead and others). Most influential was 
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the fascism scale, but it was never used in an independent survey. Empiricists criti-
cized that the theoretical explanations had little to do with the empirical studies. 
Authoritarian character was explained by a sadomasochist solution of the Oedipus 
complex, without indicating clear causalities. Positivist thinkers like Hempel 
(1965: 297ff) compared this kind of procedure with another metatheoretical posi-
tion working with the assumption of ‘totalities”, e.g., functionalism.

By Adorno the jew is considered as the substitute of the hated father. Sadism is 
used against alien groups. Different groups of potentially authoritarian characters 
were classified such as rebels, rowdies, grumblers, manipulated persons, charac-
terised by thinking in stereotypes. This latter group persecutes alien groups with-
out hatred. Persecution for them is a mere problem of organisation. Concentration 
camp personnel seems to fit this type of fascist personality. The normal unauthori-
tarian character was the incarnation of what Adorno’s critical theory was aiming 
at: the protesting person without prejudices who is not to be confounded with the 
laisser-faire-type or the manipulative type without prejudices. Socialisation and 
working place conditions were mostly not dealt with, though Adorno in that period 
tried to pass as a sociologist and not only as a philosopher. Language problems 
were pondered over as far as the definition of concepts is concerned. The lan-
guage barriers of lower class persons, however, were not taken seriously enough. 
Empiricists criticised therefore the premature concept of working class authori-
tarianism (Jaerisch 1975: 156). Empirical social psychologists in America, such 
as Edward Shils (1954: 23ff) criticised that Adorno and his team were unable to 
explain why certain authoritarian groups did not respond to Adorno’s questions 
in the provided way. The differences between right and left wing extremists were 
blurred. The psychologist Eysenck (1968: 206ff) was more open to see differences 
between fascists and communists and stated a certain ‘tendermindedness’ among 
Communists concerning many of the questions. Only in the time of the student’s 
rebellion the differences were blurred against. Even Habermas had to resent later 
that he once—under pressure from the students—spoke about ‘leftist fascism’. 
Critical theory avoided clearly defined causalities by epitheta such as ‘tenden-
tially” in order to hint at processes which were likely to develop in the future—
though the empirical analysis of the present time did not offer a clear picture.

This made it possible to compare fascists, communists and pseudo-democrats 
in America and to see ‘a tendency’ of rising authoritarianism everywhere in the 
world. Criticism against Roosevelt’s administration seemed to indicate latent 
pseudo-conservatism, likely to develop into authoritarianism. McCarthyism was 
welcome to justify this whole-sale condemnation of American developments after 
the war. Adorno’s criticism of the commodity society and the culture industry 
seemed to be directed against America. It helped to strengthen anti-american feel-
ings of the rebelling students in the time of the Vietnam War. When during the 
Iraque crisis Anti-Americanism was suspected again in Germany it was good that 
diligent researchers had found a pro-American text by Adorno which he never had 
published. In this presentation America was a positive society with its friendli-
ness—though trained in ‘charm schools’, its extroverted human relations and its 
abundance of goods like in Paradise (Adorno 2003).
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The feeling of alienation in the USA was one of the reasons why Adorno and 
Horkheimer were able to return soon after the war to Germany. Californian friends 
like Thomas Mann—for whom Adorno had served as an adviser for the musical 
theory his book on Dr. Faustus and Fritz Lang—did not approve this decision. 
It was even noteworthy that Adorno entered into an almost friendly correspond-
ence with a conservative thinker such as Arnold Gehlen who had worked with the 
Nazis in Germany (Thies 1997: 50) and after the war criticised modern culture of 
the Avant-garde from the right, still using older elitist terms such as ‘Vermassung’ 
(Mass society). Whereas the student’s who followed the Critical School around 
1968 discovered former fascists everywhere, there was a great resistance in 
Adorno’s statements to denounce the political past of other theoreticians, even 
including Heidegger whom he fought as the arch-priest of an ‘essentialist jargon’ 
(Jargon der Eigentlichkeit) (JdE). Only discretely Adorno worked against hopes to 
get at chair for Gehlen at Heidelberg University.

Empirical research later did not stick to the concepts developed by the 
Frankfurt team in America. It showed frequently that ‘deviant political behaviour’ 
may be rational though it seems to be irrational. Empirical research in violence 
has overcome many of the prejudices in the “Studies of prejudice”. The studies 
on the authoritarian personality made it clear even for the authors such as Adorno 
that their main interest was concept building and critical theory of society. The 
fruit of this inside was Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s seminal study on Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, written in the early 1940s.

6.3  Political Theory as Theory of Aesthetics

Political theory as theory of aesthetics had a deep tradition in German intellec-
tual history. Engels—after the death of Marx—was approaching already the idea 
that the cultural superstructure was not strictly determined by economic processes. 
Already Engels recognised a gap between the declared intentions of an artists and 
the objective outcome which was more than the result of class origins. ‘Cultural 
Marxism’—in the tradition of Lukács, Korsch or Gramsci—developed a tradition 
in different countries. In France it was represented by Sartre and Lucien Goldman, 
in America by Edmund Wilson and Sidney Finkelstein.

In the German speaking literature the Hungarian philosopher Georg Lukács—
mostly writing in German—tried to bridge the gap between Engels position and 
Lenin’s demand for class-bound arts and literature. Lukács developed the division 
between realism and naturalism. Naturalist realism with a progressive tendency 
as in the work of Zola was in this perspective less interesting than the analysis 
of societies by conservative writers from Balzac to Walter Scott. The Frankfurt 
school, Ernst Bloch and Walter Benjamin, remained faithful to their emphasis 
on culture as the basic concept of social development, whereas Lukács after the 
orthodox Marxist criticism of his book ‘History and class consciousness’ which 
was considered as a continuation of idealism under the disguise of Hegelian 
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political philosophy. Lukács—who under Béla Kun 1919 and under Imre Nagy 
1956 twice served as minister of culture and education—remained more interested 
in practical politics and transitorily made concessions to Marxist orthodoxy. The 
differents developments of Adorno and Lukács were undoubtedly influenced by 
their favoured country of emigration. Adorno went to the USA—Lukács lived for 
a long time in the USSR.

Critical theory was developed in opposition with Kant’s definition of the beau-
tiful as ‘pleasure without interests’ (interesseloses Wohlgefallen). True art is lead 
by the legitimate interest of man in a future happiness. Aesthetic experience con-
tains a progressive element of ‘common humanity’. This meta-individual subject 
is not—as in Kant—an abstract transcendental entity but a concrete historical 
subject. This was one of the reasons why critical theory was critical of the domi-
nant current in arts and literature in the Weimar period, e.g., expressionism with 
its excessive subjectivism. Aesthetic theory as critique of the existing society and 
the manipulated language of the dominant classes in it was for Adorno necessar-
ily political. But the negative dialectical approach never allows under the existing 
condition of distortions of the subject and its rationality and the alienation of man-
kind a complete synthesis of the existing and the values of a future better society. 
Art became autonomous. All attempts to restore a social and political function of 
art he considered as a failure (ÄT: 9). Cultural industry with its unifying charac-
ter which annihilates differences in architecture, movies or literature was the arch-
enemy of critical theory from the outset (DdA: 141ff), because it extinguishes 
individuality. Culture thus seemed to be restricted to a duplication of a miserable 
social reality. Amusement was the correlate of being bored. Even Chaplin’s Anti-
Hitler-movie seemed to be but a duplication of boring and flat Nazi every-day life 
(DdA: 171).

Sociology of art for Adorno had very limited functions. Mozart’s social condi-
tions did not really explain his music. But the contrary declaration of the ‘l’art 
pour l’art”-movement in his theory contained also deceptions because it was 
not able to avoid that art became a ‘commodity’ and even ‘Kitsch’ (ÄT: 352). 
Though he recognized in his work on the ‘Jargon of essentialism’ (Jargon der 
Eigentlichkeit’ that the German symbolists such as George and Hofmansthal were 
not writing jargon, their philosophical and literary interpreters down to Heidegger 
were open to the fallacy of jargon (JdE: 417).

Adorno’s dialectic distanced itself from Hegel’s Aesthetics. He agreed with 
Hegel only on one point: aesthetics cannot be separated from the rest of social 
reality but permeates it and is not just another branch of thinking (cf. Specht 
1981:114). Adorno liked encyclopaedic work without specialisation and hoped 
for the end of the limitations to various arts. The end of the ‘genres’ and the 
‘styles’ was proclaimed (Eichel 1993: 20ff). ‘Interlacing’—which he called 
‘Verfransung’—was his ideal. This was one reason why he had a lot of under-
standing for avantgardist ‘montage’ and ‘assemblage’.

Hegel’s ‘cunning of reason’ (List der Vernunft) in Adorno’s philosophy got 
a negative equivalent: ‘the cunning of unreason’ (ÄT: 331). Art was political in 
opposition against the existing system. No static style or aesthetic doctrine was 
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accepted. Hegel and Marx were accused of their open classicist attitude (ÄT: 309). 
The strange synthesis of ideas in the tradition of Hegel and Marx on the one hand 
and of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche on the other hand, led to a preponderance of 
the latter tradition. Nietzsches emphasis on the ‘dionysic’ was transformed into 
political progressivism. In music the original sin of deterioration was the over-
coming of polyphony and the doctrine of the ‘thorough bass’ (Generalbass) with 
its hierarchisation of musics (ÄT: 311). The ontological classic approach was for 
Adorno (ÄT: 301) characterised by an ‘intolerance of ambiguity’. This view made 
Adorno so interesting for postmodern thinking and explains why a failed political 
philosopher is honoured in all parts of the world at his 100th anniversary.

Adorno exemplified his ideas particularly in music and literature. He did not 
accept the difference of ‘serious music’ and ‘light music’. Adorno was not a tra-
ditionalist and ‘Bildungsbürger’ (cultural bourgeois) defending classical art. 
In his Aesthetic theory (ÄT: 19ff) his differentiation hinted at arts aiming at the 
‘market’ and arts transcending the dominant manipulated ‘false consciousness’. 
Marx’s theory of alienation in his ‘economic period’ had developed into a theory 
of ‘commodity fetishism’ (Warenfetischismus) and Adorno showed this tendency 
in modern art, music and literature. Contrary to the Leninist and Stalinist develop-
ment of Marxist aethetics into a banal ‘socialist realism’ Adorno’s idea of a ‘van-
guard’ aimed at an art which transcended the tastes and intentions of the labouring 
classes. This was the reason why Adorno was one of the first theoreticians of 
music who hailed Arnold Schönberg’s development of dissonances not finding a 
synthesis in a new harmony (Pr: 180ff). Negative dialects in arts meant a refusal to 
find compromises in arts which reflected the unsolved conflicts in society. “Art is 
the social antithesis to society” (ÄT: 29).

Adorno’s theories by no means were free from errors. During his stay in 
Britain he wrote on ‘Jazz’ under a pseudonym of ‘Hektor Rottweiler’ (ZfS 1936, 
V: 2 reprinted in ‘Moments musicaux’: 88). Jazz in this period was the perfect 
expression of commodity fetishism. By some critics he was even suspected that he 
wanted to please the fascists with his criticism of Jazz which was considered by 
them as the expression of an inferior—mostly black—race. Black contributions to 
Jazz were considered by Adorno not as a rebellion against the racist society but as 
compliance with it. Jazz was part of the pseudo-culture of entertainment, not aim-
ing at active-subjective practice but at masochist passivity. Jazz was a mechani-
cal and ritualistic answer by ‘musically illiterates’ to an alienated world. ‘Kunst 
wird entkunstet’—a game on worlds hard to translate: art looses its art character 
by offering a way of adaptation to the repressive capitalist society (Pr.: 159). Only 
in the new gender relations there was a positive element in the culture of Jazz. 
Adorno never abandoned this analysis which showed a limited capacity to learn 
from the society which offered him refuge in the USA. Even in a contribution on 
‘a fashion beyond the time’ (1953 ‘Zeitlose Mode—zum Jazz’ (Pr.: 144ff) and 
shortly before his death he endorsed former views and called them ‘still too opti-
mistic’. During all his life Adorno emphasised that ‘fetishisation’ was not only a 
psychological category but also an economic notion, denouncing an art which was 
not guided by its ‘value of use’ (Gebrauchswert) but by its commercial ‘change 
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value’ (Tauschwert) in a market society. These contributions fitted into the critical 
approach against the radio which support a depersonalised, collective and alien-
ated form of listening, without developing the negative function of critique which 
was essential to his political theory as a theory of aesthetics.

Adorno’s work is not only full of contradictions and unjust evaluations in his 
domain of music. The pioneer of modern music had no understanding for modern 
architecture which he lumped altogether into the rubric of anti-human megaloma-
nia (DdA: 141ff)—in spite of his love for the ‘Verfransung’ of various arts. This 
negative attitude towards modern architecture made him, however, popular in the 
post-modern period of feminist and postmodern criticism of the classical avant-
garde in architecture (O’Neill 1999: 174ff).

As in his studies on radio diffusion and fascism this unempirical approach 
brought Adorno to an increasing disagreement with the Austrian emigré and 
pioneer of empirical social research Paul Lazarsfeld. Adorno’s transfer from 
New York to Los Angeles in 1941 brought the always difficult cooperation 
with Lazarsfeld to an end. The cooperation with Lazarsfeld was caused by the 
“Princeton Radio Research Project”. Lazarsfeld originally was eager to co-opt 
the author of renowned writings on music. But from the outset the divergences 
became evident: Adorno emphasised theory, claiming that this did not mean 
neglecting empirical work. Lazarsfeld (Adorno 3.2.1938) accepted the impor-
tance of theory but concluded: “On the other hand, we shall have to understand 
that you have to end up finally with research among listeners, although in many 
cases we might have to stop with the formulation of the theoretical problem 
and discussions of techniques to answer them, simply for reasons of time” (cit. 
Wiggershaus 1986: 268). Later quarrels of the critical theory against ‘positivism’ 
had an early reason in disagreements between European emigrés. When Adorno 
tried to work empirical Lazarsfeld’s reaction was highly negative: he called him 
‘uninformed about empirical research’ and criticised that Adorno did not ‘exhaust 
the logical alternatives’ of his own statements. Finally he personalised his 
reproaches in a very blunt way: “You attack other people as fetishists, neurotic 
and sloppy but you show yourself the same traits very clearly’ (ibidem: 272). The 
hopeful synthesis of theory and empirical research in the studies on Authority 
and Family petered out and the division of labour between theory and empirical 
research became unavoidable.

6.4  Philosophical Work on ‘Negative Dialects’

After disappointments over empirical work ‘critical theory’ in Adorno’s and 
Horkheimer’s work developed into a critique of ‘Enlightenment’ which was con-
sidered as a continuation of mythology under the disguise of rational theory. 
The fact in Adorno’s theories that fascism was nothing inherent in the German 
national character per se made it possible for him to return to Frankfurt. His 
main explanation was that he needed the language. Indeed his style of writing 
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was close to literature and philosophical essayism. Minima moralia (1951, 2003) 
were certainly the classical example of Adorno’s way of reasoning. It was a 
kind of ‘founding document’ of the post-war Frankfurt school and after the 
experiences of totalitarianism the theory of an abused modernity and mislead 
avant-garde which emphasised a ‘universal syndrom of illusion’ (universeller 
Verblendungszusammenhang) which transcended all the former theories of ideo-
logical thinking from Karl Marx to Karl Mannheim. His late work on Negative 
Dialects was the elaboration of this initial common venture with his friend 
Horkheimer.

The main enemy was positivist thinking and the remainders of ‘affirmative 
statements’ even in critical thought (ND 2003: 9). Only from the standpoint of 
Messianism a theory of authentic rationality and ‘Vernunft’ and a denunciation 
of ‘false consciousness’ seemed to be possible. Negativism and Messianism were 
somehow combined.

But the old Jewish ‘anti-image-verdict’, the ‘Bilderverbot’—proclaimed 
already by Marx against the utopian Communists of his time like Cabet, Fourier 
or Weitling—was still valid in Adorno’s work. Utopian thinking for Adorno 
(MM: 299) was mainly a copy of those societies against which it pretended to be 
directed.

Dialects in ancient Greece developed among the sophists as a method to find 
the truth. Even in Hegel there was a ‘synthesis’ and in Marx the was a ‘negation 
of the negation’ as a third step of reasoning. Critical theory does not offer any 
“positive ideas of a right society” (MM: 299). Dialectics had to be permanently 
defended against abuse so that it could fight ideas who claimed to be right and to 
offer asylum to the ideas of the suppressed.

Only philosophic thought is a momentum for revolutionary changes—not 
organised violence by self-appointed spokesmen of the proletariat. There is, how-
ever, a kind of vanguard, the intellectuals. Against Bender’s hypothesis of the “tra-
hison de clercs” Adorno (MM: 302) hoped that the masses no longer distrusted 
the intellectuals because of a treason of revolution, but rather because they were 
honest in promoting intellectual revolution. Adorno was less disappointed with 
Marxism than his friend Horkheimer because he never believed essential theories 
of revolutionary Marxism. Whereas Marx in his famous 11th thesis on Feuerbach 
emphasised that philosophers so far have only interpreted history in various 
ways—but the task of the future was to change it—Adorno came back to mere 
interpretation.

Adorno’s basic experience—in tune with one tradition of German think-
ing from Nietzsche to Heidegger—was the experience of the non-sense of a life 
into which men were thrown against the will. ‘Geworfenheit’ was a basic con-
cept in Heidegger’s philosophy. Adorno’s main foe was ‘das Ganze’, the whole, 
a totality, thought in terms of a non-contradictory scientific entity. He suf-
fered from a neurotic sense of senselessness. But at the same time—in the light 
of Freud—he derived from this a ‘secondary gain from bad health’ (sekundärer 
Krankheitsgewinn). His drug was mainly work, and his obsessive concern for 
thinking—sometimes in harsh judgements over other thinkers—did not make him 
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popular. Normative thinkers, such as Hannah Arendt, hated him. The musician 
Schönberg who owed a lot to Adorno’s theories did not like him. Even with his 
friend Horkheimer he was several times at odds. The last time was Horkheimer’s 
refusal to accept Adorno’s assistant Jürgen Habermas (Doc. in: Claußen 2003: 
407–419). Today it is hardly understandable in the light of Habermas’ develop-
ment that he was considered as ‘too revolutionary’ by Horkheimer. Even friends, 
such as Siegfried Kracauer resented his ‘vague profoundness’ (‘ausgeleierter 
Tiefsinn’) which made it possible that dialectics led to so many contradictory 
statements in Adorno’s work.

6.5  A Vision of Good Society?

Most controversial was the existence of a normative political theory in Adorno’s 
work. Most positivists, including this writer, subsumed critical theory among ‘nor-
mative political philosophy’. But contrary to Strauss, Voegelin, Arendt an other 
conservative thinkers from German speaking countries, there was only a negative 
notion of what should be in Adorno’s work. A negative theology has frequently 
been stated by the literature (Deuser 1980; Koch/Kodalle 1973; Wischke 1994: 
153). Even post-war democracies were not ‘open’ enough. ‘After Auschwitz’ noth-
ing made sense, even not art and poetry. There was no real life for Adorno in a 
‘misconceived totality’. Postmodernists have compared Adorno in this respect 
even with Woody Allen (Witkin 2003: 157). But a kind of theological element 
was present in the hope for salvation via thinking and via the arts. A free soci-
ety was never—as in Marxism—a society of rational development of the produc-
tive forces—but always a society which realised ‘humanism’ without exploitation, 
competition struggles and de-individualisation of isolated subjects.

A school of ‘Critical Theory’ in Germany was recognised only when Adorno 
entered the controversies about ‘positivism’. This debate took place more in soci-
ology than in philosophy. In 1961 Adorno (1970: 108ff) was the main antago-
nist against Karl R. Popper and his version of what Adorno lumped together as 
‘positivism’—which for itself stole the epitheton ‘critical’ in dubbing the group 
as ‘critical rationalism’. Adorno and Popper were at one only in the postulate of 
a primacy of theory—which separated critical rationalism from ordinary positiv-
ism. Positivism for Adorno was an alienation of thinking from social reality, a 
logic of invented ‘tokens for a game’ with data. Adorno universalised suspicion 
against ideologies—technocracy—hailed by conservative thinkers such as Gehlen 
as a way to overcome ideologies—and science, both for Adorno were predomi-
nantly new forms of ideology. This universal suspicion against ideology later by 
Habermas (1988: 156) was recognised as ‘undialectical’ and almost theological, 
because a kind of devil seemed to haunt social reality which had to be exorcised 
by Critical Theory.

Critical Theory which wanted to stay critical needs a normative basis outside 
the description of the pathologies in society. There was a dilemma, however. If the 
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‘anti-authoritarian principle” has to transform itself into an institution against rea-
son (DdA: 112), than no norms can be founded in a logical way. Norms seem to 
be contingent. This conclusion—drawn by Nietzsche and the Marquis de Sade—
was, however, not accepted by Adorno. Critical theory thus remained within the 
framework of idealism and did not completely live up to its own expectation of 
being “anti-essentialist” (Bonacker 2000: 276). Max Weber’s way of reason-
ing, to create institutions because modern polytheism does not allow one logical 
hierarchy of norms, seems to be more viable for a modern theory of society. But 
institutions for Adorno are not acceptable, not even in Weber’s soft version that 
institutions have to remain open in order to recreate daily a new balance between 
normative contingency and the need for an institutional stability in society. Adorno 
showed—contrary to Horkheimer—not even an interest in his own institution, 
the Institute for Social Research when he had do lead it. According to his former 
assistant Habermas (2003: 45) Adorno was only ‘the passive centre’ of cross-cut-
ting pressures from his wife, Gretl, the emeritus Horkheimer and his co-director 
von Friedeburg.

Adorno was particularly unsatisfied with the way conservative thinkers, such as 
Gehlen, used institutions as a substitute for the lost instincts of mankind. Whereas 
Popper and his followers built on Weber, Adorno fought the ‘mandarins of mod-
ernisation’ in German history of ideas.

Adorno’s aloofness from concrete political reasoning made his work hardly 
usable for political science. He was not able to explain the failure of the Weimar 
Republic nor the problems of post-war democracy. When the student’s move-
ment took literally many assumptions of Adorno’s and demanded a return to the 
‘revolutionary origins’ of the Frankfurt School, Adorno was deeply alienated and 
withdrew into his philosophical ivory tower. Some critics thought that the conflict 
with the students who had loved Adorno and now turned against him contributed 
to his early death (Claußen 2003: 381). Nevertheless Adorno remained politically 
‘responsible’. He was not an escapist thinker. His engagement for the ‘unidentical’ 
created an extreme sensibility for injustice in society.

Critical theory has overcome this dilemma only after the ‘Weberisation’ in 
the work of Jürgen Habermas. The negative forces of life were now called ‘sys-
tem’. But the face-to-face world of life (Lebenswelt) could be defended against 
the intrusion from the system with its negative forces of bureaucratisation, judi-
cialisation and commercialisation. Not all organisation was negative in this 
revised version of critical theory. The new social movements became currents 
of hope for enlightening ‘the system’ via critical thinking and action. Habermas 
(in: Honneth/Wellmer 1986: 12) admitted that the hope of creating an interdis-
ciplinary theory of society in the Max-Planck Institute at Starnberg—which he 
directed with the philosopher and physicist Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker—
failed. But the theory of communicative action was indeed the most fruitful 
result of the aspirations of the Frankfurt School. Habermas overcame Adorno’s 
bias of dealing predominantly with cultural industry. The means of mass commu-
nications had developed and were worked into a modernised version of Critical 
Theory.

6.5 A Vision of Good Society?
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7.1  Introduction

In the early seventeenth century, Germany turned into a provincial political con-
glomerate for several reasons.1 Firstly, the trade centres moved westward to 
Holland and Britain. Meanwhile, the old commercial bourgeoisie of important 
centres such as Nuremberg, Augsburg, Cologne, and the Hanseatic cities near the 
North Sea and the Baltic, such as Lübeck, Rostock, Danzig, Hamburg and 
Bremen, declined. Furthermore, the Thirty Years War (1618–1648) with its confes-
sional split led to a dogmatic narrowing of political thinking in Catholic as well as 
in Protestant areas. The ‘Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation’ (according to 
an old joke, neither Holy nor Roman) now was also no longer ‘German’ because it 
became an object of foreign intervention from France and Sweden. Three powerful 
German states, Brandenburg, Saxony and Bavaria, concluded secret treaties with 
France which contained a clause that these states would no longer vote for an 
Emperor from the House of Habsburg—a clause which according to the treaties of 
the Peace of Westphalia (1648) was close to ‘imperial treason’ (von Aretin 1993 I: 
359). And last but not least, the German language had greater difficulties than 
French or English in overcoming Latin as a scientific language, though Luther had 
greatly contributed to creating a modern German language which used expressions 
close to the people’s way of talking (cf. von Beyme 2009).

All this contributed to Germany’s turning into a conglomerate of political prov-
inces. The Empire being in such a chaotic political situation, but few German 
thinkers were internationally recognized, examples being Johannes Althusius and 
Samuel von Pufendorf. The dominant influences in Germany came from the Dutch 
intellectual Justus Lipsius (1547–1606) and from French and British philosophers. 
Nevertheless, there was an intensive political and legal debate in many of the 

1 This text was first presented at the University of Münster in Germany as “Historical 
Forerunners in Policy Studies” and has not previously been published.
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newly created universities, starting with Heidelberg in 1386, since each territory 
tried to instruct its administrators in a modern scientific way in order to survive.

7.2  The Discovery of Policy and the Heritage of Aristotle

Compared to Anglo-Saxon countries, the German language had the disadvantage 
of being unable to express the various aspects of political life in a triad such as 
polity (the constitutional framework), politics (the decision-making system) and 
policy (the outcome of political decision-making). Germany followed the West 
European tradition with a predominance of Aristotelian thinking up to early mod-
ern times. In spite of this, Germany lagged behind in the international develop-
ment of political theory. Whereas some British philosophers such as Hobbes 
clearly opposed Aristotelian state philosophy, the Protestant universities in 
Germany were still dominated by it. Here it was a welcome counterweight to the 
universalistic and eschatological concepts of the Empire in the work of Catholic 
thinkers. The Aristotelian definition of a person as a political animal seemed to 
support the independence of Protestant citizens from the power of the Church over 
the political territories. At the same time, it was an important instrument against 
the scholasticism of many Catholic thinkers.

The notion of politie in the work of Aristotle aimed for a good and just order. 
The Latin translation politica was mostly perceived as a subject of political eth-
ics. The German adaptation politic was introduced for the first time in the works 
of Ludwig von Seckendorff in his Teutscher Fürsten Staat (German Princely 
State; 1656, 1976): He claimed to avoid the usual descriptions of a general the-
ory of politics, but aimed at analysing the ‘order in most German principalities’. 
Thus, Seckendorff’s interest was already in policies in a modern sense of the 
word. The quality of government and its policies was opposed to the usual gen-
eral theories on regimes (Regiments), the latter remaining with little empirical 
evidence about the decisions of princes. Since Seckendorff had served as chan-
cellor of the German territory Saxony-Gotha, he had a deep insight into the way 
principalities were ruled in the German Empire. Seckendorff therefore hoped to 
illustrate a dimension in his Umstände einer Policey (Circumstances of policy) 
which he did not find in the works of contemporary ‘writers’ (he used the negative 
term Sribenten). In the seventeenth century, most analysts described the political 
order (polity) or the policies. Politics as a decisional system was rarely touched 
on because it seemed to be the privilege of the princes with the consent of the 
estates. Politics in that sense was rather treated in the rare Machiavellian treaties 
or at the time of declining absolutism and in the period of the French revolution 
when ‘the people’—organized in their estates—gained some influence. Oddly 
enough, the princes tried to minimize the influence of the estates by introducing 
welfare policies in favour of the ordinary people. These policies were not neces-
sarily consented to by estates, which were dominated by the representatives of the 
upper classes.
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7.3  ‘Reason of State’ and ‘Sovereignty’ as New Concepts in 
Political Theory

The German Empire was no normal state in a modern sense. From the French 
philosopher Bodin (1529/30–1596) down to the German thinker Samuel von 
Pufendorf (1632–1694), ‘sovereignty’ was used as the main feature of a state. This 
is why Pufendorf (1994: 199) called the Empire an ‘irregular entity, similar to a 
monster’ (‘irregulare aliquod et monstro simile’). Most treaty writers on state and 
politics in Germany, however, contradicted Bodin (1583, 1962 II.6: 321ff, II.1: 
303) and remained conservative enough to think that the Empire was still a monar-
chy and not only an aristocracy or principate as in Bodin’s work.

The development from a polycentric system of states to a monocentric abso-
lutist monarchical state in political theory was accompanied by an adaptation of 
the Italian theory of the ‘reason of state’ in the tradition of Machiavellism—more 
often in Catholic territories, but later on also in Lutheran States. It first took the 
shape of a variation on old theories about the arcana imperii, the secrets of impe-
rial power. But it was no accident that the rationalist theory of ‘reason of state’ 
promoted by Giovanni Botero (Della region di stato, 1589) in the German transla-
tion published in Strasburg in 1596 was smoothed down to Gründlicher Bericht 
von Anordnung guter Policeyen und Regiments (Fundamental report on the 
arrangement of good policies and political regiments). ‘Regiment’ was used for the 
Anglo-Saxon equivalent of polity. The meaning of the expression policy included 
the outcome of monarchical rule in terms of decisions. The Jesuit Giovanni Botero 
(1544–1617) dedicated his influential book to the Archbishop of Salzburg, Wolf-
Dietrich von Raitenau, who, however, did not govern according to the essence of 
this book and was one of the few German princes who finally lost his rule because 
he utterly exploited his citizens, by imposing enormous expenses for the construc-
tion of palaces and churches. Botero’s work represented a kind of modern Welfare 
Machiavellism. Due to the devastation of the country in the 30 Years War, Botero 
did not stick to Machiavelli’s main interest in internal security, defence and for-
eign policy. He almost invented new policy areas, such as population policy 
and social welfare policies, in order to win back the population’s trust in their 
princes—princes who had ruined their state fortune with continuous wars.

The early Italian Machiavellians Botero and Boccalini had already differenti-
ated between ‘good and bad reason of state’. Their German followers concentrated 
predominantly on the good side of the ‘reason of state’. Botero’s treatise was fre-
quently published in one volume together with his essay About the Causes of the 
Grandezza and Magnificence of the Cities (1588), which dealt with demographic 
policies. Botero therefore was sometimes considered as a forerunner of Thomas 
Robert Malthus (1766–1834), the famous British economist and demographer. 
The growth of the population was considered state capital, but only on the condi-
tion that it did not cause unemployment and poverty. ‘Workforce not capital’ was 
considered the foundation of wealth in a state. Infrastructure as a requirement for 
good trade conditions was emphasized. Botero and his German followers avoided 

7.3 ‘Reason of State’ and ‘Sovereignty’ as New Concepts in Political Theory



90 7 Historical Forerunners of Policy Analysis

the exaggerations of the utopian Italian literature on cities that regulated all the 
details—even visits to prostitutes. ‘Reason of state’ as a leading policy device was 
mainly adopted in Catholic German territories, whereas sovereignty was empha-
sized among those Protestant political thinkers who opposed the Catholic emperor 
in Vienna, such as Samuel Pufendorf, Hermann Conring and Bogeslav von 
Chemnitz. Germany was penetrated by the influence of foreign powers and it was 
not by chance that the intellectual Conring received subventions from the King of 
France and that Pufendorf and Chemnitz were for some time in the service of the 
Lutheran kings of Sweden, who beegan a kind of imperialism south of the Baltic 
on German territory (von Beyme 2011).

It was not until the eighteenth century that these denominational differences in 
perception of the idea of a ‘reason of state’ withered away, when Fichte (1762–
1814) and Hegel (1770–1831) adapted this notion in their work. Fichte’s works on 
the ‘reason of state’ included a foreign policy dimension, as they were occasion-
ally directed against Napoleon’s rule in the declining Empire, which was abolished 
under French pressure in 1806.

7.4  The Special German Development of a Polizei-Staat 
(State of Police)

The term ‘policy’ or Policey also evolved in its own way: some time later, some 
German princes narrowed down the term ‘policy’ to ‘police’ (Polizei in German). 
The German term for policy was Policey, which was increasingly absorbed by 
state activities in the sphere of internal security. The second connotation of ‘pol-
icy’ was lost—one of the reasons why Germany had to adapt the English term 
‘policy’ in modern discussions (regarding the terms used for ‘policy analysis’ in 
Germany today, see Blum/Schubert in Chap. 1). Policy (Polizei) was reduced to a 
strict regulation of all social conditions of the citizens (Maier 1966: 309). It was 
only when civil liberties were increasingly demanded that the absolutist theory 
of the purposes of the state and the normative speculations about happiness were 
criticized (Stolleis 1992: 246). The ‘policy-state’ or Polizei-Staat grew into a term 
of insult in the liberal German tradition. Even the British traditions of Jeremy 
Bentham ‘in search of happiness’ have been rejected in liberal German political 
thought since Kant.

7.5  Development and Traditions of Polizeiwissenschaft

Modern absolutist rule increasingly differentiated the activities of the state. This 
caused the development of an allgemeine Staatslehre (general theory of the state). 
Later this new discipline was influential in the United States via the work of the 
German immigrant Francis Lieber (1800–1872), who is considered to be the 
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founding father of American Political Science. The barren discussions about natu-
ral law were complemented by a positive legal and political science (Willoweit 
1975: 364). The traditional theory of political wisdom abandoned its normative 
roots. However, only parts of the new differentiated branches of political thought, 
such as political economy and Policey-Wissenschaft, could match the achieve-
ments of West European political theories (Mohl 1855, 1960, I: 34).

The mainstream of the writings on the Empire remained closer to thinking in 
terms of a Ständestaat (state of estates) than to Machiavelli’s doctrines on the 
Principe or to theories of sovereignty in the tradition of Bodin. Most writers on 
politics wrote on policy (Policey) which embraced all domestic affairs. Since the 
numerous territories in the German Empire were sovereign merely in their own 
perception, foreign policy played only a minor role, except in the biggest states 
such as Austria, Brandenburg (Prussia), Bavaria or Saxony. Politics was reduced 
to good order and Polizey, with increasing regulation of the social life of citizens. 
The theoretical concern for welfare was the positive side of this activist and inter-
ventionist concept of the state. In France the theorists of mercantilism hoped to 
increase the income of the state budget by state activities in production and com-
merce. The German doctrine of ‘cameralism’—developed as a doctrine orien-
tated towards administration and economy—envisaged more modest aims. The 
cameralism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries may be portrayed as a 
specific Austrian-German version of mercantilism (von Beyme 2009: 27). Some 
universities started as Verwaltungshochschulen (High Schools of Administration), 
for example Kaiserslautern, which was only later united with the University of 
Heidelberg. Since the princes needed qualified administrators, professors of ‘cam-
eralism’ were frequently substituted for the older teaching jobs in politics, mainly 
dedicated to political ethics. Policey or policy was a domain of lawyers and econo-
mists, and was taught in a rather philosophical way.

New universities were founded by small Protestant states, such as Marburg 
(1527), Königsberg (1544), Jena (1558), Helmstedt (1574), Altdorf (1578/1622), 
Herborn (1584), Giessen (1607), Rinteln (1620), Strasbourg (1538/1621), Duisburg 
(1655) and Kiel (1665). These small state universities, for example Herborn and 
Helmstedt, produced leading political thinkers for a while, such as the philoso-
phers Johannes Althusius (1563–1638) and Hermann Conring (1606–1681), who 
were both strongly influenced by Dutch thinkers. In the established Catholic uni-
versities, politics and policy remained a marginal discipline. All the professors in 
these mostly small universities wrote enormous quantities of treatises on politics 
and policy which remained mediocre and repetitive. One leading German historian 
(Meinecke 1967: 78) was shocked by the ‘true catacombs of the forgotten litera-
ture of mediocrities’, which he discovered in his history on the ‘reason of state’. It 
was a period when German political philosophy in British and American histories of 
political thought gave short shrift to the Lutheran thinkers Pufendorf and Althusius 
(cf. Skinner 1978, vol 2: 341–348). This early crisis of German policy science could 
only be overcome when a more general philosophy of state and law was rediscov-
ered in the leading Prussian university of Halle (with thinkers such as Wolff and 
Thomasius).

7.5 Development and Traditions of Polizeiwissenschaft
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Lutheran thinkers emphasized ‘étatism’ or ‘statism’. These concepts were based 
on the best-known verse of Epistle to the Romans 13, ‘Render unto Caesar the 
things that are Caesar’s’. This attitude has promoted ‘a close relationship between 
throne and altar’. Philipp Melanchthon (1497–1560), one of the leading think-
ers of Lutheran Church Reform, still could not find a political theory in the Bible. 
Therefore, those who followed him stuck to the teachings of Aristotle. Only a few 
thinkers, such as Dietrich Reinkingk (1656, dedication, unpaged) tried to develop 
a biblische Policey (biblical policy) in order to find a ‘pleasant and fruitful pol-
icy (Policey) which pleases God’ and that enables people ‘to find rules to teach a 
social life which pleases God’.

In the tradition of Pufendorf, German writers combined the theory of state sov-
ereignty with an idea of welfare for the citizens. ‘Cold Machiavellian reason of 
state’ was mostly not accepted in petty bourgeois Germany. Even a German lib-
eral of the nineteenth century such as Robert von Mohl (1960, III) resented the 
fact that Machiavelli (supposedly) taught that citizens should be left to their pri-
vate existence. He criticized Machiavelli for having no idea about the state’s pur-
poses and the well-being of the people. The Catholic Botero, who was a devoted 
follower of Machiavelli, first used the ragion di stato in the title of the German 
edition of his seminal book (1596), thereby smoothing down ‘reason of state’ to 
the German taste. The editor of this book, Lazarus Zetzner, hoped that princes 
would fight against social poverty and proclaim general provisions for the citizens, 
mostly subsumed in the term Daseinsvorsorge (public service tasks) in conserva-
tive thought until now.

Pufendorf was not the deepest thinker of his time, but certainly an all-round 
writer with some influence on Rousseau and the American founding fathers. His 
books on policy were comparatively easy to read whereas the older generation 
of writers on policies contributed unreadable encyclopaedias with thousands of 
footnotes, for example, Oldendorp, Reinkingk, and Seckendorff. From the latter, 
only Seckendorff (1665) structured the policies into a general concept around the 
notions of law, peace and welfare. Church policies and educational policy were 
added. The liberal jurist Mohl (1858, 1962, III) criticized the German development 
towards a peculiar bureaucracy whereas Britain developed administration in many 
fields without metaphysical super-evaluations. Britain lacked the prevailing influ-
ences of the Junkertum (the landed aristocracy) and the Catholic Ultramontanism 
waiting for instructions from Rome. German metaphysics of the state had only few 
followers in Britain, such as Bosanquet, Green and Austin.

7.6  The Decline of the Tradition of Polizeiwissenschaft

In the nineteenth century the tradition of Polizeiwissenschaft (policy science in the 
old-fashioned German sense) came to an end. Mohl was the last to write a book 
on Polizey-Wissenschaften nach den Grundsätzen des Rechtsstaats (Policy sci-
ences according to the rules of a legal state). This book contained the two basic 



93

notions which were to follow each other in the German tradition, which changed 
from the absolutist ‘police state’ to the constitutional Rechtsstaat. The legal state 
was important because it allowed constitutional government with representation in 
the estates which shared legislation with the monarch. Until 1918 governments in 
Germany and Austria were not dependent on the confidence votes of a dominant 
parliament, but they had to rule in an unarbitrary way and to implement the laws 
of the legislative bodies. German liberal thought from Robert von Mohl down to 
Max Weber still preserved some elements of a bureaucratic state in the limits of 
the legal state.

Thinkers of German idealism, somewhat independent from political ideolo-
gies of the time, still preserved many ideas of the older ‘cameralism’ and sketched 
a rather authoritarian policy state. One example is Fichte and his work Der 
geschlossene Handelsstaat (The closed commercial state). In spite of its conserva-
tive image, Hegel’s theory of the police was rather progressive in social terms: In 
his Legal Philosophy (1819/20, Sect. 236), Hegel claimed that the ‘control of the 
police… should also take care of street lights, construction of bridges and taxa-
tion of daily needs and of the health of the people’. For Hegel, poverty (Sect. 244) 
was not yet creating a ‘proletariat’ (he used the German expression Pöbel, a nega-
tive modification of the French word ‘people’) as long as the state cared for the 
poor. Kant was the most explicit in refusing an enlightened despotism even if it 
was embellished by Bentham’s search for happiness (see above). Kant (1964, vol 
6: 158f), in polemical dispute with Achenwall, was afraid that the empty formula 
of happiness might lead to situations in which the monarch who wants to make his 
citizens happy turns to despotism. The concept might also lead to the people turn-
ing to rebellion, because they would insist on their own concept of happiness.

The most liberal version of a restriction of the state’s activities was written by 
Wilhelm von Humboldt (1792, but not published until 1851 in Breslau, because 
the author was afraid of possible repression). His work, which had a great influ-
ence on John Stuart Mill, restricted state activities to external and internal secu-
rity. Even educational policy—for which Humboldt was temporarily responsible 
in Prussia—was not accepted by him (1960: 69ff) because it might cause too little 
or too much of a result and might in the end be rather ineffective or even detri-
mental. The liberal Karl von Rotteck (Aretin and Rotteck 1839) wrote a polemic 
against the concept of a ‘welfare police’, stressing that the main purpose of a state 
was to act as a legal state. German liberals were disappointed with the authori-
tarian development of French radical liberals in their welfare committee. For a 
while, this contributed to the discrediting of welfare policies among many German 
liberals.

Political theory began to become liberalized in many continental countries 
via a theory of legislation. Pioneers of this field were the Italian thinker Gaetano 
Filangieri (1799, 1833: 9) who wrote a kind of encyclopaedia, and Jeremy 
Bentham. The British philosopher Bentham (1789, 1961: 323) aimed at a theory 
‘most conducive to the happiness of the whole community, by means of motives 
to be applied by the legislator’. Even in the old policy sciences, legislation was 
frequently mentioned. It was considered, however, as an art and not as a science. 

7.6 The Decline of the Tradition of Polizeiwissenschaft
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Even Bentham occasionally referred to legislation as an art. Legislation in the 
period of absolutism was part of the arcana imperii (secrets of rule) of the princes 
and their bureaucrats (in German mostly called Amtmänner, office men). It was 
a novelty in the era of the French Revolution that the science of legislation was 
no longer directed only at princes and bureaucrats, but at parliamentarians and 
politicians.

Not until the second half of the nineteenth century did the law of administration 
lose its political policy impetus under the influence of legal positivism. Theories 
of legislation increasingly lost themselves in procedural techniques of parliamen-
tary behaviour. Only certain conservative pioneers of administrative law, such as 
Ernst Forsthoff (1902–1974), combined a fairly undemocratic concept of adminis-
trative law with an important impetus towards welfare policy under the slogan of 
Daseinsfürsorge (public service tasks). This doctrine followed the older German 
tradition and yet it tended to be extremely modern in an un-liberal way. Not until 
after the Second World War was a reintegration of systematic democratic ideas of 
legal order and the analysis of important policies attempted (Schmidt-Aßmann 
1998).

7.7  Conclusions

Protestant ethics in Prussia fused in German history with the policy ideas of an 
enlightened welfare state. Prussian enlightenment in the University of Halle began 
to subordinate theological thinking to modern rationalism. There was much loose 
talk about a Prussian style. In the field of policy sciences, this style of thinking 
was welfare-oriented rather than liberal and ‘capitalist-minded’ (Lepsius 1996). 
Germany was no social unit and the conservative Hegelian Lorenz von Stein 
(1852, 1961: 36ff) in his pamphlet on the Question of a Prussian Constitution 
argued against a constitution: for him, a constitution only made sense when the 
territories were basically unified in social terms. Liberals could not accept this 
idea because in the long run the legal state and the constitution helped to create a 
certain social unity in many modern states—even in Prussia, which then extended 
from Aachen on the Belgian border to Tilsit near the Russian border.

The German Federal Republic in its Basic Law accepted the formula of a 
Sozialer Rechtsstaat (social welfare state based on law) which abandoned the 
authoritarian connotations of welfare policies in the older German tradition. In the 
second Empire, one of the leading professors of ‘law of the state’, Paul Laband 
(1838–1918), still wrote polemics against this kind of idea because it would “drag 
the sublime Rechtsstaat into the dirt of petty social quarrels”.

In the Federal Republic of Germany, the Basic Law contains a last element 
of the old Prussian ideas as it gives the federal legislation the right to create ‘the 
unity of living conditions’. Oddly enough, after the reunification of two rather dif-
ferent Germanys this formula had to be smoothed down to “equivalent conditions 
of life” (Basic Law, Art. 72, 2) in order to sound more realistic.
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Some political scientists have made the criticism that, with its tradition in the 
obedient Policey-Wissenschaft, modern policy science may also be in danger of 
applying technocratic perspectives, losing critical distancing from its objects of 
investigation, and losing sight of concepts such as ‘power’ and ‘interests’. Against 
this background, a nuanced understanding of the still visible historical traditions 
of German policy analysis is essential for discussion of today’s policy analysis in 
Germany and its advantages and disadvantages. This chapter has contributed to 
such an understanding by showing how ‘policy’ in a sense (more or less) closely 
related to the modern understanding of the term has developed, from its ascent in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to its decline in the nineteenth century.
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‘Political institutions—old and new’ as a topic has two dimensions: the evolution 
of old and new institutions and the reflection of these developments in political 
theory. There is, however, an asymmetry of these dimensions.1

8.1  From Old to New Institutions

Few really ‘new institutions’ developed in the three waves of democratisation after 
1789. The three major branches of public life existed not only in Montesquieu’s 
theory. But their weight had shifted, especially in tune with the decline of monar-
chical power. The first old institution which spread all over the world—with the 
exception of the United Kingdom—was the ‘constitution’, mostly considered as 
an emanation of the popular will, and since 1918 frequently submitted for ratifi-
cation by a popular referendum. The revolutionary constitutions in France (since 
1792) and in the United States (in 1787) did not completely break with the institu-
tions of the pre-Revolutionary regime, but adapted them to the needs of represent-
ative—and later when universal suffrage was accepted—democratic government. 
Constitutions by the conservatives of the early nineteenth century were considered 
as ‘revolutionary institutions’. But under the threat of Revolution various forms of 
adaptation of this institution by the existing monarchies took place. Constitutions 
were either imposed by monarchs (octroi), as the Piedmontese ‘Statuto Albertino’ 
of 1849 which was to become the constitution of the kingdom of Italy, or nego-
tiated by legislatures and monarchs (France 1792, Spain 1810 and in many 
European territories after 1815). Even dictatorships normally adapted some kind 
of constitution, including a bill of rights which the regime rarely respected.

1 This text was first published by Klaus von Beyme as “Political Institutions—Old and New”. 
In: A. W. Rhodes et al. eds: The Oxford Handbook of Political Institutions. Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 2006: 743–757, 2nd edition, 2008. By permission of Oxford University Press 
(www.oup.com) that was granted on 13 May 2013 by Ms. Mary Bergin-Cartwright.
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Old assemblies of ‘estates’ were transformed into modern parliaments, some-
times as late as 1866 in Sweden. Various forms of advisers to the crown developed 
into a modern cabinet with a prime minister. Important institutional changes were 
grounded not so much in the internal change of institutions, but in their mutual 
relationship within the system. The major institutional innovation was the devel-
opment of dependence of cabinets on the confidence of parliamentary majori-
ties over almost one century. It happened in systems with continuity of former 
estate systems (Britain, final conflict 1832, Netherlands 1868, Sweden 1917). 
New institutions were created by new revolutionary systems which established 
parliamentary responsibility of governments (France 1830 and Belgium 1831). 
Parliamentarisation of neo-absolutist regimes was normally late—with the excep-
tion of Italy (1860). The latest latecomers in this group were Germany and Austria 
(1918). Parliamentarisation did not evolve in harmony with the extension of vot-
ing rights. Suffrage in the first parliamentary systems on the continent was hardly 
above 1–2 %. Germany introduced universal suffrage as early as 1871, but full 
parliamentary responsibility of governments followed only in 1918 (von Beyme 
2000: 28).

Most regimes in the nineteenth century were dualistic constitutional monar-
chies. Revolutions which led to a Republican system—as in France in 1848, in 
Germany and Finland in 1918—tried to find a Republican equivalent for a sys-
tem with a president elected by popular vote and not depending on parliamentary 
majorities. Only in the Fifth French Republic this type of government was dubbed 
semi-presidential regime. Frequently it evolved in a constitution-making pro-
cess with extensive debates on the virtues of the American ‘presidential system’. 
Finally a European compromise led to a hybrid of parliamentary systems in which 
the prime minister and the cabinet depended on parliamentary votes and the presi-
dent was equipped with the right to dissolve parliament as a counterweight against 
permanently hostile legislative majorities (von Beyme 1987: 33ff).

Two major institutions had existed already in Ancient Rome but developed into 
powerful organisations which penetrated the whole life of society: bureaucracy 
and parties. Bureaucracy for Max Weber was the dominant institution of moderni-
sation. Parties—frequently discriminated as unpleasant extra-constitutional and 
anomic institutions under the label of ‘factions’—only in modern times became 
the basic element which coordinated all the institutions of the state.

An exception to the ‘nothing-new-under-the-sun approach’ to institutions was 
the success story of constitutional courts. This institution was new only if we 
exclude the functional equivalent of the American Supreme Court which devel-
oped—not completely in tune with the ideas of most founding-fathers of the 
Constitution—judicial review of legislative acts since its seminal decision Marbury 
versus Madison in 1803. In the light of former colonial history the USA did not 
accept special courts because the American states were afraid of a continuation of 
the ‘Star chamber proceedings’ of the British Crown. Not even a special consti-
tutional court was feasible. Therefore, the drafters of the American Constitution 
deliberately did not accept abstract judicial review. The Supreme Court was the 
least democratic decision-making body and it was meant by the Federalists to 
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serve—as the Senate—as another check on volatile democratic decisions in an elit-
ist deliberating institution with no direct access of the people.

It is an exaggeration that judicial review after 1945 was accepted “at the point 
of a gun” (Martin Shapiro). Only Japan followed the American model. In Europe 
the ‘Austrian model’ was accepted, developed by Hans Kelsen in 1920/21. Kelsen 
(1922: 55) was inspired by the ‘Imperial Court’ of the ‘German Confederation’ 
ant its revolutionary Constitution of 1849 which envisaged already the ‘constitu-
tional complaint’ (Sect. 126 f, g). This type of judicial review became prominent 
in the European model, which largely followed the German example. A variation 
of a constitutional court sprang up even in political cultures such as France in the 
‘conseil constitutionnel’—a country which originally was hostile to the very idea 
of ‘judicial review’ against laws and acts of ‘the state’ because it contradicted the 
French Republican tradition of popular sovereignty.

Some institutions spread from one area to others, such as the ombudsman. This 
office was not really new. Ombudsmen were even remainders of pre-democratic 
enlightened absolute rule as a safety valve for individual complaints. New institu-
tions such as planning authorities were developed in an era of a rational optimism 
that society can be shaped by the state. But they withered away in the wave of neo-
liberalism which followed the collapse of communist systems and the high days of 
the welfare state. New institutions with a political impact were also developed to 
guarantee a balance between the economic institutions. A national bank and com-
mittees for the control over monopolies gained influence. The market system no 
longer looked for democratic socialist institutional schemes but tried indirectly to 
steer the economy by independent institutions.

Institutional theories always developed in cycles after revolutions (1789, 
1830, 1848, 1871, 1918, 1945). Never did so many regimes break down at one 
time as in 1989. Never were so many regimes transformed from one fairly uni-
form Communist institutional type to another fairly uniform type of Western 
democracies. ‘Special national roads of development to democracy’ were 
no longer hailed, as in the period after the first World War. At no time did so 
many countries launch an institutional debate as in the ‘new democracies’. 
‘Constitutional engineering’ became the highly misleading basic term of the 
new branch of transitology in the third wave of democratization (Sartori 1994). 
‘Grandpa’s institutionalist Political Science’ was again en vogue. Old-fashioned 
debates on the preference of semi-presidentialism versus parliamentary systems 
were revitalized. Old institutions such as the one-party monopoly, the collec-
tive presidium of the legislature as an equivalent to Western presidents, planning 
offices, the wide range of competences of a prokuratura which was more than 
a prosecuting attorney, and the gigantic bureaucracies of state security had to 
disappear. The new institutions, however, were the old ones—mostly institutions 
from Western countries. Most influential institutions proved to be the French 
semi-presidential system and the German Constitutional Court. Many details of 
institutions were copied from a five-percent-threshold for parties during elec-
tions to electoral laws, votes of constructive non-confidence, or abstract judicial 
review (von Beyme 1996: 98f).

8.1 From Old to New Institutions
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8.2  The Evolution of Theories of Institutions

8.2.1  Theories and Methodological Approaches to Institutions

Theories tended to be changing more quickly than the institutions they had pre-
tended to analyse. Quite frequently theories of institutions lagged behind the real 
functioning of a system, such as Montesquieu’s doctrine which ignored the institu-
tions of parties and adhered a schematic view of the British system. Some older 
theories of politics started from the assumption that Political Science as a whole 
works with an institutional approach, whereas sociology emphasizes the aspect of 
stratification (Allardt 1969: 17). This assumption was never correct. Even older 
approaches combined ‘elite’—a more important notion in American social sci-
ences than ‘class’—predominant in European sociology with institutional stud-
ies. This concept neglected the necessary differentiation between theory and 
method. Elites or stratification are basic notions of social theory. The institutional 
approach, on the other hand, belongs to the methods of political science. A theory 
can be falsified. Methods, however, survive even if certain theories which have 
been applied with the help of certain methods proved to be wrong. The institu-
tional approach is not obsolete when the old institutional paradigm of a ‘separa-
tion of powers’ was no longer applicable to modern parliamentary systems. Older 
institutional theories amalgamated elements of new theories such as the theory 
of pluralism and methods which went beyond the old-fashioned juridical norma-
tive approach to institutions. Theoretical concepts like ‘pluralism’ or ‘federalism’ 
can be put into empirical operation with institutionalist, behavioralist or rational 
choice methods.

Political science initially tried to legitimize itself by a revival to the Aristotelian 
concept of politics. It tended to favour the institutional approach—compared to 
eschatological theories of politics from St. Augustin to Marx. The virtue of the 
classical institutional approach was that it started from the assumption that the 
political process is ‘open’ in principle, and full citizens are basically ‘equal’. 
No ontological essentialist differences between princes and the people, enlight-
ened elites and humble subjects, or proletarian avant-gardes and the masses were 
accepted.

Classical institutionalists from Montesquieu to Tocqueville were never naïve 
ontological analysts but described institutions in comprehensive social settings of 
a system. Each institution was linked to a special promoting social group. Only 
rarely were deistic or mechanistic metaphors of a clockwork applied in a formal-
istic way to political institutions. The ‘mechanics’ of institutions included contra-
dictory elements, such as in inter- and intra-institutional conflicts in two-chamber 
systems of parliaments and the difference of government and opposition. Most 
institutional theories favoured a procedural concept of politics. For Max Weber 
the typical occidental development—deviating from the rest of the world—can be 
explained by institutional differentiation of religious and secular power. The most 
interesting institution for Max Weber was the constitution of ‘cities’ which were 
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not mere agglomerations around a power center and which deviated from the pat-
tern of patrimonial and feudal systems of rule (‘Herrschaft’). From Max Weber to 
Stein Rokkan ‘modernisation’ in politics was basically understood as a process of 
institution-building. Contrary to economic modernisation theories institutions such 
as bureaucracies or the military were seen as the momentum of modernisation. 
Weberian concepts were influential: bureaucracies were superior to parochial or 
feudal elites. Beyond Weber some analysts preferred bureaucratized party politics 
to bureaucratic rule.

A social concept of institutions gradually differed from merely normative legal 
and political theories. In Britain Barker (1961: 166) suspected even after 1945 
that most institutionalists hailed their preferred institution as a disguise for a cult 
around a social group. In the French legal theory of law Hauriou (1906) tried to 
avoid this danger of the old institutionalism by the differentiation of ‘institution-
chose’ having objective dignity and the institution-groupe, suspected of being only 
disguised selfish group interest. Group theories of institutions were mostly unable 
to agree on the relative weight of certain institutions. The continental Roman law 
tradition suggested that ‘the state’ was the most important institution, whereas a 
leftist British tradition from guild-socialism to Harold Laski insisted that the state 
was just another ‘collective group’. Anglo-Saxon theories—with the exception of 
some Hegelians in Britain from Thomas H. Green to Bernard Bosanquet—nour-
ished a deep distrust against the notion of the state and rather preferred ‘govern-
ment’ as the central notion for institutional analysis.

The development of institutional theory after 1945 proved to be oscillating 
between waves of neglect and rediscovery of institutions. The attempt to make 
political science finally scientific stood against the accepting institutional analysis 
as the centre of research. The new science of politics in the USA used the term 
‘institution’ in the vague sense of neighbouring social sciences, such as sociology 
or anthropology, as “a pattern composed of culture traits specialized to the shaping 
and distribution of a particular value (or set of values)” (Lasswell/Kaplan 1950: 
47). The behavioral revolt was directed against the old institutionalism, but did not 
avoid institutions altogether. Eulau (1969: 1, 158), a pioneer of the ‘behavioural 
persuasion’, developed a synthesis of ‘behavioral-institutional research’, mainly 
concentrated in legislative and judicial studies. Whereas Eulau critically worked 
on a theory of micro–macro-relations—in spite of the basic individualism of this 
approach—later behavioralists frequently uncritically generalized the findings on 
the micro-level in macro-politics of the institutions. The ‘epitaph of a success-
ful protest’ which Dahl (1969) proclaimed in 1969 was premature in the eyes of 
later analysts. Wahlke (1979) in his presidential address for the American Political 
Science Association 10 years later was more sceptical. After a quantitative analy-
sis of review articles and research notes in the American Political Science Review 
he came to the conclusion that old-fashioned institutional studies prevailed even in 
this Review which was considered to be the ‘battle organ’ of the victorious behav-
ioral revolt.

Behavioralism was accused of lacking theory-building. Systems theory hoped to 
heal this shortcoming. System’s theories in America had the virtue to develop—for 
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the first time since Weber—a generalized theory of institution, overcoming the 
short-comings of ad-hoc-theories in Europe. For Parsons, deeply influenced by 
Weber, institutional patterns, perceived in a demystified way, were the backbone 
of social systems. Only in later variations of the theory of systems did ‘structures’ 
become more important than institutions. They had, however, no predetermined 
role. Similar functions within the system were completed by very different struc-
tures. The early Luhmann, originally Parsons’ devoted disciple but soon a defector 
who created his own autopoietic version of a theory of systems, still used institu-
tions and structures as synonym: “Institutions are behavioural expectations gen-
eralized in temporal and social dimensions, and thus create the structure of social 
systems.” System’s theory created a new methodological terminology, but on the 
descriptive level it classified the traditional powers, such as the executive and par-
liament, adding bureaucracy and parties. They got, however, more scientific names 
such as ‘rule-setting’, ‘rule applying’, ‘rule adjudicating’ and ‘rule-enforcing’ 
institutions.

Institutions in the new approaches such as behavioralism or functionalism were 
no longer independent entities and were dealt with—according to research ques-
tions as ‘independent or dependent variables’—just as other elements of analy-
sis. In ‘structural functionalism’ the systemic needs of the social system tended 
to produce political institutions needed to solve the basic problems any society 
(Eisenstadt 1965). Thus, the analysis ended in a global justification of all the insti-
tutions developed in various societies. ‘Historical institutionalism’ was closest to 
treat institutions, such as ‘the state’, as the independent variable. The impact of 
institutions was studied over time—from the way political groups defined their 
interests to policy-outcomes under various regimes (Steinmo/Longstreth 1992).  
The old generalisation of modernisation theories was overcome. Researchers dis-
covered the dependence of policy-outcome on historical institutions and decisions 
which could not easily be changed by political actors. Policy results proved to be 
‘path dependent’. A variety of models—particularly in the field of welfare poli-
cies—was discovered (Esping-Andersen 1990). The new institutionalism can bet-
ter account for the paths that political actors will follow in order to arrive at the 
prescribed equilibria.

Behavioralism and functionalism were the major foes of the old institu-
tional school represented by Carl J. Friedrich or Herman Finer. The old institu-
tionalism paradoxically got theoretical support by radical political thinkers who 
opposed the institutions of the existing Western democracies. Neo-Marxism and 
radical post-behaviouralist approaches brought the ‘State back in’ even in the 
American discussions. But political institutions were always the dependent vari-
able, the independent variable was the economic subsystem of society. System’s 
theory reacted in a hostile way to the new debate on the state. Easton (1981: 322), 
a pioneer in substituting the ‘political system’ to old-fashioned theories of ‘the 
state’, was afraid that the neo-radical wave in political theory—mostly developed 
in Europe from Miliband to Poulantzas—might end up in a ‘romantic backlash’ 
and that the state would start to besiege the political system. Easton’s misgivings 
were exaggerated. Neither Neo-Marxism nor Neo-Conservatism elaborated a new 
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metaphysical concept of the state. But since these new approaches concentrated on 
the economic aspects of the relationship of state and society they failed to develop 
a differentiated theory of institutions. At the end of the neo-radical movement 
which had influenced the development of political theories the holistic theories of 
the 1960s were approaching each other.

The new wave of the policy-approach in the 1970s ended in a merger of 
systems theory and neo marxist state theories. A central actor was needed and 
though many empirical scholars no longer called it ‘the state’, a great variety of 
actors and their institutions were introduced in order to demonstrate the genesis 
of a decision—or of a ‘non-decision’. Network approaches discovered so many 
veto players to avoid the impression that one actor, such as ‘the state’ was still 
considered as an ontological entity as in some older institutionalist theories 
(Tsebelis 2002).

The rational choice school offered another approach which rediscovered the 
institutions. The bias of this school was that theory perceived social systems as 
consisting of only utility-maximising rational individuals. They engage in stra-
tegic interactions which stabilize an equilibrium. This approach was highly 
quantifiable but its predictive capacities were rather limited because apparently 
non-rational collective and ideological motives distorted the ‘necessary outcome’ 
of the prognosis. Political institutions—such as parliamentary groups and their 
leaders—had to explain why the ‘normal behavior’ within larger institutions, such 
as parliaments, did not function in the utility-maximizing way the strict individu-
alism of the theory had envisaged. The rational choice approach had the virtue of 
making cooperation in institutions plausible as far as norms of cooperation were 
internalized. These norms, however, hardly rise with one institution. They are 
pre-existing to most institutions, and only historical political culture studies can 
enlighten us about their genesis. Social institutions apparently determined policy 
outcome and even economic performance of systems. Organisational theory dis-
covered these institutions in many fields—from legislation till industrial relations 
(Streeck 1992).

8.2.2  National Traditions and Transnational Diffusion of 
Institutions and Theories About Institutions

Institutional theories developed in tune with national traditions of institutions. 
Continental ‘statism’ has always differed from Anglo-Saxon concepts which did 
not accept a dogmatic typologies of ‘state and society’—the expression of a histor-
ical compromise between monarchy and the legislative powers of ‘estates’—from 
Hegel to Lorenz von Stein. In spite of many typologies of the role of institutions in 
various political cultures, the dynamics of institutional theories was never strictly 
limited to national traditions. The more radical-minded constitution-makers and 
political theorists worked in their countries, the stronger was the influence of for-
eign models. After 1789 and after 1848 the French model had some impact on the 
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Continent. The French model of a so-called ‘unauthentic parliamentarianism’ later 
was less attractive than the British model for liberals in Europe. France, moreover, 
was constitutionally unstable. According to a famous anecdote a British traveller 
who asked in Paris for the French constitution got the ironical answer from the 
book dealer: ‘Sorry, we don’t carry periodical literature’. The opposite example 
was the American system, frequently admired for its sheer institutional stability 
over time. For certain parties in Europe the American model was hailed because 
the American system was considered as being only ‘political’—not aiming at a 
complete change of social powers in the society as did the French revolutionary 
model from Hannah Arendt to Dolf Sternberger.

The theory of institutions was strong in American anthropology and devel-
oped some impact on the neighbouring social sciences. A long debate was 
launched between ‘diffusionists’ who thought that social institutions developed 
from one centre to other areas (Thor Heyerdal even tried to demonstrate the 
possibility of diffusion of institutions by imitating boat trips from Polynesia to 
South America) and the ‘functionalists’—prevailing in America—considered the 
development of social institutions rather as the result of social needs which led 
to functional equivalents of rather similar institutions. The political debate in the 
North Atlantic world was, however, more diffusionist than in the realm of cul-
tures preserving only oral traditions. ‘Institutional engineering’ in political sys-
tems relied on a huge bulk of constitutional models and political theories which 
shaped them. Conscious adaptations of foreign institutions merged with national 
traditions since the belief that national institutions ‘grow’ out of national tradi-
tions—widely accepted by conservative parties in the nineteenth century—was 
withering away.

The USA never shared the cult of the state as a major institution. Nevertheless 
the citizens were more proud of their institutions than in other countries. The 
Civic-Culture study by Almond/Verba (1963: 102) found out that 85 % of the 
Americans were proud of their institutions, but only 46 % of the British, 7 % of 
the Germans and 3 % of the Italians. Already one of the first European evalua-
tions of the American system, by Lord Bryce (1988, 1959, vol. 1: 1) was puzzled 
by a typical American question: ‘What do you think of our institutions?’ which he 
never heard in Britain. American preference for institutions was explained by the 
lack of a cult of personality and monarchical symbolism.

8.2.3  Institutional Crises and the Para-theories of Institutions

Later theories had to cope with the fact that attitudes towards institutions are 
not permanent features of some kind of ‘national character’. Periodical crises of 
national institutions less inspired the creation of new institutions than the devel-
opment of new theories on institutions. Most of them hardly deserved the term 
‘theory’ and were ad hoc-generalizations which did not survive in long-term 
developments. Crisis-mongering leads to much discussed best-sellers in the 
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intellectual sphere which contributed at best para-theories. Cycles of corruption 
and unlawful practices can undermine the basic confidence in the institutions.

Huntington (1981: 4) found a general gap between ideal and institutions—the 
so-called IvI gap—as ‘a peculiarly American form of cognitive dissonance.’ The 
message was not without hope in Post-Watergate-America. Ideals of the American 
creed periodically purify and revitalize American institutions. In other countries 
another crisis of institutions was criticized. The scenarios were frequently even 
more pessimistic. New institutions seemed to undermine the old constitutionally 
guaranteed institutions. The ‘new social movements’ caused fear and misgivings. 
They may have been centred in Berkeley, Paris or Berlin, but they spread all over 
the world and formed loose revolutionary networks.

After the students’ riots in the Western world, combined with protests against 
the Vietnam war, a new wave of crisis-of-institutions-theories swept over Western 
democracies. In Germany sociologists, such as Schelsky (1973: 21), suspected that 
a ‘revolutionary march through the institutions’ might undermine the system. No 
system’s change happened. The only long-term consequence was that former stu-
dents’ rebels in 1998 entered the Federal Government. Germany, as a country of 
conservative institutional immobilism, all of a sudden became the ‘Mecca’ for a 
new institution, the ecological ‘Green Party’.

In France the sociologist Crozier (1970) came to rather far-reaching conclu-
sions with his fear that a society is in danger where institutions block each other 
and lead to non-decision. Under the temporary pressure of the students’ rebel-
lion in 1968 the historical fear sprang up again that French systems proved to be 
unable to reform their institutions. The traumatic inspiration from French his-
tory which dooms the country to develop by periodical revolutionary system’s 
changes led to a premature prognosis. The French Fifth Republic survived, 
though de Gaulle withdrew earlier than expected, whereas the Italian sys-
tem collapsed, but at a time in the early 1990s when the storms of para-revo-
lutionary unrest had smoothed down. There was a lot of theory-building on a 
second Italian Republic, but the changes of the system hardly justified speaking 
of an institutional revolution. The party system was the only institution which 
was substantially affected by the institutional crisis of the system. The ‘new 
Republic’ proved to be the ‘old Republic’. The syndicalist enthusiasm for new 
social movements without bureaucratic structures which endangered established 
institutions since 1968 was met by new institutional arrangements of the old 
institutions. ‘Neo-Corporatism’ in Northern Europe had to explain why regimes 
did not collapse in a crisis of the institutions. From 1985 to about 1995 no book 
on the relationship between state and society was successful unless it contained 
the catch-word ‘Neo-Corporatism’. Ten years later no book could be sold if it 
still stuck to this paradigm. Neo-Corporatism has withered away under the sun 
of neo-liberalism. Together with the term ‘ungovernability’ for which it was 
meant by Schmitter to serve as a remedy, neo-corporatism showed another time 
how short-living theoretical fashions are—especially in the realm of institutions 
which invite more than other subjects to simplistic every-day evidence in the 
style of theorising.

8.2 The Evolution of Theories of Institutions
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8.3  Conclusion: Personal Academic Experiences and 
Prospects for Institutional Studies

Institutions develop less quickly than theories on institutions. ‘Historical institu-
tionalism’ has demonstrated that institutional traditions are not easy to change. 
Institutions which have lost their former justification, such as certain ministries 
or state agencies adapt new purposes and continue to exist. Even oddities like the 
electoral college in the USA or an ‘executive second chamber’ in Germany from 
Bismarck to Adenauer have not been changed in spite of numerous reform initia-
tives. Even the occupation forces in Germany after 1945 failed in trying to impose 
on West Germany different systems of a federal chamber, different forms of indus-
trial relations or a unified social security system. The cold war soon promoted 
other priorities than the overhauling of traditional institutions.

Organizational theory has developed many strategies for the reform of politi-
cal institutions. They were more successful in the revived ‘new institutional eco-
nomics’ in the context of enterprises and industrial relations (Richter 1994: 3). 
The ‘new institutionalism’ in political science, however, has to live the fact of the 
persistence of many forms of organizational routines and structures. Most institu-
tional reform proved to be ad hoc activity (March/Olsen 1989: 69ff).

There is a permanent division in political science between the ‘hard’ type of 
analysis aiming at universal laws—as in behavioralism and rational choice—and 
the ‘soft’ historically oriented analysis of political events and lines of cultural 
development. The hope remains that both camps engage in a fruitful exchange 
(Rothstein 1996: 156). The ‘Neo-Institutionalism’ was a major step in the direc-
tion of this synthesis. March/Olson (1984: 747) hoped for a ‘gentle confrontation 
between the wise and the smart’ which characterises innovations in intellectual 
history. Many movements and theories have called themselves ‘new’. As in other 
fields—such as art—they quickly ended in ‘post’-movements. In the best case this 
lead to a development ‘from post- to neo.’ Is neo-institutionalism really new? (1) 
It differs from the older institutionalism in the attempt to work theory-oriented. 
(2) It contains the achievements of former revolts—such as the behavioural and 
the rational choice-revolts—to differentiate between dependent and independ-
ent variables, though some authors blur this difference and treat their institutions 
simultaneously as dependent and independent variable (Pedersen 1991: 131f). 
Neo-institutional approaches observe actual behavior instead of legal and formal 
aspects of political behavior which prevailed in older theories. (3) The main virtue 
is that concepts have been developed which make new institutionalism more com-
parative than the older juxtapositions of regimes in early institutionalism (Peters 
1996: 206).

Comparative studies on institutions in Europe developed between European tra-
ditions and American innovations. The first foreign influences on my own think-
ing took place in France in the late 1950s. As a student in France Duverger and 
Aron have exercised considerable influence. My book on ‘Political Parties’ (1985) 
sometimes has been dubbed as an ‘updated version’ of Duverger’s study. This 
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perception did hardly justice to my own intentions: comparative studies of insti-
tutions according to my interests had to get rid of three vices of the older insti-
tutionalism in France: (1) The preoccupation with a unilinear causality between 
electoral laws and parties in the school of André Siegfried and Duverger. (2) The 
benign neglect for foreign languages besides French and the lacking interest in 
‘Smaller European Democracies’. The project under this title, developed by Stein 
Rokkan and Hans Daalder was seminal for my own studies on parliaments, par-
ties, interest groups and trade unions. (3) The study of institutions without refer-
ence to policy-outcomes.

My own academic socialisation in political science was affected by American 
theoretical developments in two waves. As a ‘true disciple’ an old institutional-
ist, Carl J. Friedrich, I carefully followed at Harvard University the lectures of 
Friedrich, V. O. Key, W. Y. Elliott and McCloskey. The new developments, how-
ever, took rather place at the sociology department. Two German students in 
1961/62 went to the courses of Talcott Parsons: Niklas Luhmann and myself. Only 
the former became a true disciple of Parsons’. Institutionalists like me felt a sub-
versive joy of pilgrimage to MIT in order to study with Lasswell as a visiting pro-
fessor and Karl W. Deutsch. The second personal involvement took place when I 
was a visiting professor at Stanford University and underwent influences of my 
colleagues, Gabriel Almond, Seymour Martin Lipset and Heinz Eulau. My own 
work was shaped by a moderate deviation from ‘Palaeo-Intitutionalism’ in a turn 
to sociological views in the tradition of Karl Deutsch and Martin Lipset.

In Germany ‘the state’ was no longer a subject for political scientists like Dolf 
Sternberger and Carl J. Friedrich who run the Heidelberg institute. The state after 
Nazi rule was considered as the incarnation of ‘mislead nationalism’. Institutions 
were kept free from ‘identity politics’ which only in the age of post-modernity 
became a new concern of political science. Identity-building was promoted in a 
rational way, via ‘constitutionals patriotism’ in German theories from Sternberger to 
Habermas. ‘The state’ of the older German ‘Staatslehre’ was no longer a concern. 
The problem with state institutions was rather an almost silly anglophile bias in the 
studies on parliamentary systems and electoral laws, initiated by F. A. Hermens, 
D. Sternberger and others. Institutional theory was frequently dependent on politi-
cal reforms. There was a period when the ‘Grand Coalition’ in Germany (1966–
1969)—with advice from many political scientists and jurists—seriously planned 
to introduce the British relative majority electoral law, in the hope that only a two-
party-system would survive. But even early political culture studies had a certain bias 
in favour of the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ model. With Almond’s neglect of the consociational 
democracies which he lumped into one category of hybrids between the British and 
the ‘continental’ model, consisting of the Benelux countries and Scandinavia, the 
younger generation had to take issue. Arend Lijphart and Gerhard Lehmbruch—
with whom I worked in an Institute at Tuebingen—have enlightened me more than 
the traditional state-orientation of the ‘nestor’ of German Political Science, Theodor 
Eschenburg, at that time my colleague at Tuebingen (cf. Daalder 1997: 227ff). The 
younger generation on the continent discovered the traditions of ‘consociationalism,’ 
divergent from British winner-takes-all concepts.

8.3 Conclusion



108 8 Political Institutions: Old and New

My own work differed increasingly from Carl Friedrich’s in two respects. The 
impact of American political sociology directed my interest to elites, interest 
groups and trade unions (1980) which were undeveloped in European compara-
tive studies. In studies on Communism Carl Friedrich emphasized totalitarianism 
with a static bias. The neglect of interest groups was also detrimental to stud-
ies on Eastern Europe. No internal conflict and development was possible. Even 
Friedrich’s co-author, Z. Brzezinki, was no longer able to follow Friedrich and 
did not participate in the second revised edition of Totalitarian Dictatorship and 
Autocracy (1965). I came into a conflict of loyalty with my teacher because I was 
not willing to substitute Brzezinski. Since my studies in Moscow (1959/60) I was 
more able than the older generation of Sovietologist to discover modest steps 
towards liberalisation and erosion of dictatorship. Moreover, in comparative stud-
ies in both, East and West, I was interested in institutions not per se, but in combi-
nation with their impact on policies (1982). In so far I was a ‘neo-institutionalist’ 
before the label has been invented.

The most interesting institution for older institutionalists, like Friedrich, 
was federalism. Especially when they worked on the institutions of the budding 
European Community they started from the normative assumption that federal-
ism was ‘progressive’ per se. Doubts of the rational choice school in the work of 
Riker (1964) who calculated the costs of federalism by reluctant veto groups in the 
decision-making process and especially in the implementation of decisions of the 
national level, were widely ignored in Europe. In recent studies on federalism I 
turned rather to comparisons of federalist and decentralized unitary states. Only in 
the 1990s scholars from smaller European countries, like Switzerland, Sweden or 
the Netherlands (D. Braun, H. Keman), discovered that decentralized non-federal 
states in many respects had better performances than the federalist systems. The 
institutional economy studies discovered in addition that the American model of 
a ‘federalism of competition’ instead of a ‘federalism of joint decision-making’—
does not prosper in federations with many small units and that corruption spoils 
the decision-making process of federal institutions.

The new wave of institutional studies in economics proved to be fertile in polit-
ical science, enlarging the range of institution to many quasi-governmental insti-
tutions from the National Banks to units which administrate unemployment or 
protection of environment. Comparative politics as a study of institutions will cer-
tainly continue to develop in the direction of policy studies and include a greater 
number of actors and veto groups than recognized in the older schools of institu-
tionalism, still largely thinking in terms of a global ‘checks-and-balances’ theory. 
Neo-institutionalism will never develop back into the old institutionalism. Even 
specialists on institutions who are inclined to accept their institution as an inde-
pendent variable can no longer prevent that non-institutionalist approaches take 
institutions only as one dependent variable among others. Even a blatant nostalgia 
for the older institutionalism can lead only to half a comparative analysis when it 
excludes the other half of individual behavior of actors. Neo-institutionalism can-
not substitute the behavioral and the rational choice revolts, but can only correct 
their theoretical and methodological exaggerations.
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9.1  Introduction1

My topic sounds rather conventional in terms of a traditional institutional 
approach. But the ‘enlightened neo-institutionalists’ of our days came back to 
the old controversies of the late 1940s when in the United States a debate was 
waged whether one should introduce a parliamentary system in the USA (cf. von 
Beyme 1987: 38f). After 1945 even the American Political Science Association—
normally refraining from ex-cathedra-normative statements—made contributions 
about a ‘Toward a more responsible Two-Party System’ (1950) in order to push 
the presidential system into another form of representative government, as an 
American functional equivalent of a British cabinet government. The innovation 
of neo-institutionalism is aiming at new forms of representative democracies in the 
light of normative debates on defective democracies in transitional regimes and 
a more inclusive deliberative or reflexive democracy in consolidated systems—
exceeding the typologies of conventional ‘liberal democracies’. Liberalism was 
in many countries undoubtedly the political movement that developed theory and 
practice of parliamentary government. But though liberalism is still alive, the epi-
thet ‘liberal’ among radical democrats became a kind of invective.

In the second wave of democratization after World War II the existing forms 
of representative democracy were so superior that hardly any critic thought that it 
was necessary to classify also ‘defective democracies’. Only one established dem-
ocratic regime was transformed, the Fourth French Republic in 1958. All the other 
new democracies showed considerable stability. The very term ‘defective democ-
racy’ was coined only in the third wave of democratisation. Contemporary typolo-
gies of representative democracy include the deficient forms. We are now prepared 

1 This text was fist published by Klaus von Beyme as: “Representative democracy and the 
populist temptation”, in: Alonso, Sonia et al. (eds.): The Future of Representative Democracy. 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2011: 50–73. The permission to republish this text was 
granted on 30 April 2013 by Ms. Claire Taylor for Cambridge University Press.

Chapter 9
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K. von Beyme, Klaus von Beyme, SpringerBriefs on Pioneers in Science and Practice 14, 
DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-01535-4_9, © The Author(s) 2014
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to recognize that also the good old consolidated representative democracies in their 
genesis were defective. There were early representative forms of government, but 
they could hardly be called democracies. Even the mother of parliamentary gov-
ernment, Britain, was a latecomer in democratization, if we only look at the time 
when universal suffrage was achieved—and not only male suffrage as it existed 
in France still in the twentyth century and in Switzerland until 1971. Even Britain 
needed a long time from the Samuel Sandy’s first move for a more responsible 
government in 1741 to the year of 1835 when it was finally recognized that no 
prime minister could govern without the confidence of the parliamentary majority.

Representative regimes existed also in the form of assemblies of estates—as in 
Sweden until 1866. When this late feudal system was overcome Sweden needed 
still half a century to implement parliamentary democracy in 1917 (von Beyme 
2000a, b: 16ff). The early representative regimes in terms of Braudel’s history of 
‘longue durée’ were dubbed “some kind of parliamentarism” (Palme 1969; Turkka 
2007: 14ff). But ‘parliamentarism’ did not yet include full responsible parliamen-
tary government—even if parliaments or estates as in Sweden in the ‘Frihetstiden’ 
of the late eighteenth century were preponderant in the system. These regimes 
were not only deficient democracies, but also defective parliamentary systems. But 
undoubtedly they were forerunners of the contemporary forms of representative 
democracy which are the focus of this paper.

There are three theoretical and ideological conflicts combined with representa-
tive forms of government:

•	 Those who fight for a consolidated representative democracy analyze in which 
elements of their regimes fall short of the normal way of operation in the sys-
tem and they develop theories of ‘defective democracy’. They no longer clas-
sify regimes only by formal criteria (parliamentary or presidential representative 
democracy) but dig into the integration of several subsystems in a system of 
consistent democratic rules of the game in an ‘embedded democracy’ (Merkel 
et al. 2003: 48). Because the early representative systems from the viewpoint of 
democratic theory were already defective, we have to throw a short view on the 
forerunners of contemporary forms of representative democracies.

•	 In normative theories the deficiencies of representative democracies are ana-
lyzed and visions are developed for ‘better democracies’ in the spirit of 
‘Republicanism’, deliberative democracy, reflexive democracy and other con-
cepts for the ‘democratization of democracy’. An analysis of present forms 
which does not lose itself in mere institutional enumerations will have to 
include forms of representative democracy which do not yet exist and serve as a 
permanent normative challenge for ‘transformation’ or ‘reform’.

•	 In some countries which developed already a consolidated representative 
democracy parts of the electorate and small parts of the political entrepreneurs 
are increasingly unsatisfied with formalist routines of the system. They develop 
new populist visions of better and more representative direct democracy against 
a mere procedural democracy of elite competition.
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9.2  Historical and Contemporary Forms of ‘Defective’ 
Representative Democracies

9.2.1  Historical Forms

Representative Democracy is a rather vague catch-all term. According to histori-
cal developments the forms of the representative system—not always identical with 
democracy—have to be differentiated. Representative government in the nineteenth 
century was the most comprehensive notion in the typologies of constitutions. Even 
English writers noted that in the German language various words such as darstel-
len, vertreten, repräsentieren coexisted and had different notions about representa-
tion, with not only political meanings (Birch 1993: 71). In some cases—as in the 
work of Benjamin Constant—‘representative constitution’ and ‘constitutional’ were 
almost synonyms.

9.2.2  Terminological Chaos Revisited: Typologies 
of Representative Democracies

9.2.2.1  De Facto Descriptions

Eighteenth century: Representative government
Gothic government (Montesquieu)
Constitute government (Burke)
Republic (Kant, representative contrary to Rousseau)

Nineteenth century: Landständische Verfassung (constitution of estates after 1815)
Constitutional monarchy (dualistic)
Representative democracy (Mill in a negative way)

Parliamentary government or responsible government
Presidential government (USA)
Directorial government (Switzerland)

Prime-ministerial government (Bagehot)
Cabinet government (Jennings)
Party democracy. Parteienstaatliche Massendemokratie (Leibholz)
Gouvernement d’assemblée (Versammlungsregierung) (Bastid)

Twentieth century Räte-Republik, Council System, Soviets
Semi-presidential system (Duverger)
Postdemocracy (Crouch)
Charismatic media democracy (Korte)

9.2 Historical and Contemporary Forms of ‘Defective’ Representative Democracies
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After 1990 Anocracy (Gurr)
(transitional Hybrids (or no hybrids: Przeworski)
Regimes) Defective democracy (Merkel)

Exclusive democracy
Illiberal democracy
Delegative democracy
Democracy of enclaves

Minimal democracy
Façade democracy

9.2.2.2  Normative Types of Desired Representative Systems

Free Soviet system (Anarcho-Syndicalists)
Plebiscitarian democracy (Pateman, Barber)
Republicanism (Pocock)
Deliberative democracy (Habermas)
Dialogic democracy (Giddens)
Reflexive democracy (Schmalz-Bruns)
Subpoliticized democracy (U. Beck)
Cosmopolitan or transnational democracy (Held)

This survey contains only types of representative democracy or representative 
government which have been widely discussed in the literature. There are, how-
ever, also attempts to create more precise differentiations in excessive typologies, 
such as ‘parliamentary investigation state’ or ‘parliamentary control-state’ etc. 
(Küchenhoff 1967: 881). Constitutionalism and monarchy’ were frequently used 
synonymously. Most interpreters, however, used constitutional government as a 
subgroup of representative government. It was opposed to absolutist, despotic or 
bureaucratic form of government—those which Kant called an ‘Unform’, a ‘non-
type’ of government. Contrary to Rousseau Kant did not identify the Republic 
with direct democracy: ‘Every true Republic is—and cannot be otherwise—a rep-
resentative system of the people’.

Since 1789 political theory was increasingly divided according to ideological 
camps. Conservative writers were inclined to identify ‘representative government’ 
with ‘popular sovereignty’ in a negative way. Liberals on the other hand used the 
term ‘representative government’ just for the opposite, for systems with elections, 
but by no means universal suffrage which belongs to the minimal criteria of what 
might be called ‘democratic popular sovereignty. Representative democracy was 
discussed by Mill and John Stuart (1861), Ch. VII: 256 but he saw two kinds of 
dangers combined with it: a low grade of intelligence in the representative body, 
controlled by popular opinion, and class legislation by the numerical major-
ity. The common mode of avoiding these dangers was ‘limiting the democratic 
character of the representation, through a more or less restricted suffrage’. This 
was feasible for a certain transitional period. Mill’s way out of the predicaments 
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of representative democracy was ‘proportional electoral law’ to create a broad 
 representation of groups and interests.

Representative government among liberals was a popular notion because it 
excluded an imperative mandate where constituencies could impose concrete 
orders on how their representative should vote in parliament. Edmund Burke 
in his famous speech to the electors of Bristol in 1774 (1864: 447) alienated 
his constituency when he promised ‘to live in the strictest union’ with his con-
stituants, but mandates ‘are things utterly unknown to the laws of this land’. He 
was not re-elected. John Stuart Mill (1873: 240) even refused to canvass and to 
answer questions concerning religion. Moreover, he advocated electoral rights for 
women—which was not very popular at that time. A ‘well known literary man’, 
not identified by Mill: 239 with his name, noticed “that the Almighty himself 
would have no chance of being elected on such a programme”.

In France the term ‘gouvernement représentatif’ was accepted earlier than in 
Germany. In Germany most writers continued to speak of ‘Landstände’ (estates)—and 
thereby avoided the modern connotation of the term ‘representation’ which meant rep-
resentatives elected by the voters of the whole country, but with a limited mandate for 
legislation. Legislation generally was shared with the Crown. Lamennais (1823: 5), 
in his early days as a religious conservative, still criticized this ‘fashion of a notion’: 
“Ce prétendu gouvernement représentatif ne représente rien”. This pamphlet showed 
the typical conservative identification of representative government with constitutional 
monarchy, and more specific with the British system. Some pamphlet-writers in the 
era of restoration after 1815 went even further and called the term ‘representative gov-
ernment’ a perfidie criminelle, because it combined a “passive principle of govern-
ment” with an “active notion of representation’ (Réfutation 1816: 72).

The promoters of representative government, on the other hand, transformed the 
notion into a historical ideology and derived it from the liberties of old Germanic 
tribes. Some legal schools did this even in Spain with the Visigoths who founded an 
early civilization on the Iberic pensinsula, or in Russia with the Varagians, invading 
from Scandinavia, who founded the first ‘state’ on Russian soil in Novgorod (von 
Beyme 1965). The legend of ‘gothic government’ was, however, challenged by politi-
cal thinkers such as Sieyès, Guizot, Comte or Mohl who practiced themselves the sys-
tem as parliamentarians. Sieyès was so much socialized in the spirit of the principle of 
popular sovereignty during the French revolution that he called the British House of 
Lords” a ‘monument of gothic superstition’. This showed, however, that the notion of 
‘gothic government’ was still familiar, though no longer used in a positive way.

‘Constitutional monarchy’ in the British sense was compatible with parliamen-
tary government with a preponderance of parliament. In the German-speaking coun-
tries, however, constitutional monarchy was frequently used as a barrier against 
parliamentary government. From 1815 to 1918 the idea of a representative govern-
ment with a strong position of the monarch was advocated, and conservatives from 
Sweden to Italy have accepted this new form of a hypothetical balance of power, 
developed in a kind of German–Austrian ‘Sonderweg’ (special road) of development.

Parliamentary government as a notion was accepted even in Britain rather 
late and in the light of the doctrine of ‘king in parliament’ the term was still 

9.2 Historical and Contemporary Forms of ‘Defective’ Representative Democracies
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considered as an insult. From Burke to John Stuart Mill—thinkers in favour of 
a parliamentary system with preponderance of the legislative—used terms like 
representative government, constitute government, responsible government or 
mixed government. In 1834/35 the last conflict between king and parliament was 
decided in favour of the representatives and the majority rule of the parliamen-
tary system was accepted without further interruptions by actions of the king. 
Parliamentary government developed a notion for the short time between the two 
parliamentary reforms of 1832 and 1867, when parliament was preponderant, but 
without a clear party system. In the era of Disraeli when alternative parties were 
strengthened, new terms came up, such as ‘party government’, ‘cabinet govern-
ment’ or—since Bagehot ‘prime ministerial government’. Most of the terms had 
ideological connotations and were not always able to survive in the classifications 
of scholars.

In the second half of the nineteenth century representative government was 
increasingly taken as the general notion and sub-classified according to types of 
relationship between parliament and executive. The usual classification differen-
tiates between the monistic system of ‘parliamentary government’, opposed to 
dualistic systems such as ‘presidential government’ (USA) or the directorial type 
(Switzerland). Against a wide-spread error in many newspapers, semi-presidential 
regimes are subtypes of parliamentary government because the popular elected 
president is confronted with a prime minister who needs the confidence of the 
parliamentary majority and the president has the counter-weapon of the disso-
lution of parliament in his hands (von Beyme 2000a, b: 12ff). Since the victory 
of universal suffrage—in Britain later than in France and Germany—representa-
tive government is mostly substituted by the terms ‘democracy’ or ‘representative 
democracy’.

Representatives are free agents who do not accept mandates. The mandates 
are developed not so much by the constituencies which are normally quite het-
erogeneous, but rather by party machines—imposing party discipline with the 
exception of some moral issues of Weltanschauung. As Hanna Pitkin (1967: 221) 
formulated in her seminal book on The Concept of Representation: “representative 
government is in reality just party competition for office”. This was in tune with 
Schumpeter’s (1942, Ch. 23) reduction of democracy to a ‘democratic method’ 
which organizes competition among political leaders. In Germany ‘party democ-
racy’ or ‘parteienstaatliche Massendemokratie’ was emphasized (Leibholz 1967: 
94) in which representation is reduced to “meetings of party delegates with a 
mandate’. The elitist concept of democracy for a while dominated the American 
debate, until 1968 when it became anathema for the new left.

The bitter ideological conflicts about representative government after 1945 
withered away. Parliamentary government, in one variation or the other, became 
the preferred model of all parties. Very few temporarily advocated the alternative 
of a council (free Soviet) system (von Beyme 2000a, b: 202ff). But dysfunctional 
developments secured new ideological quarrels about the adequate form of rep-
resentative government. In several waves the overwhelming role of party govern-
ment in contemporary forms of representative democracy were criticized.
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9.2.3  Contemporary Forms of Defective Representative 
Democracies

Left-wing extremism among the Communists used to be a major challenge 
to what they called ‘liberal bourgeois democracy’. Since 1989/90 this chal-
lenge withered away. Even in Russia we saw the strange example that a for-
mer Communist, Khasbulatov (1993), in the Duma, the Russian parliament, 
taught his deputies lessons about presidential, parliamentary and semi-presi-
dential systems in a conventional way to find guidelines for a future Russian 
Constitution.

Four species of defective democracies have been differentiated:

•	 exclusive democracy without sufficient control, and exclusion of certain layers 
and groups from efficient participation.

•	 illiberal democracy with an underdeveloped legal state (Rechtsstaat),
•	 delegative democracy which remains semi-pluralistic and has a tendency toward 

concentration of political power in the often populist executive—which fre-
quently violates parliamentary and judicial institutions,

•	 democracy of enclaves where the effective power remains outside the represent-
ative system, mostly with the military (Merkel et al. 2003: 69, 72f).

In all of them a democratic constitution and elections survived. But participa-
tion does not lead to all-encompassing representativeness. These shortcomings 
hint, however, at the necessary balance of ‘liberal representative democracies’ 
between representation via participation of all the citizens and the existence of 
unelected institutions, such as courts and judicial review. These are representa-
tive only in the abstract sense that in many countries the more neutral institutions 
such as constitutional courts have the highest reputation among the citizens. A 
general rule states that in many defective democracies participation and a certain 
representation is existing—though elections are not always fair—but the guaran-
tee of liberal principles of the human and social rights are underdeveloped. These 
models apparently are subtypes of a root concept which can be called ‘liberal 
democracy’.

Most writers accept hybrids between liberal democracies and authoritar-
ian regimes. There is something in between both regimes types, such as ‘façade 
democracy’ where democratic and representative institutions disguise authori-
tarianism. Only some authors do not accept ‘grey zones’ in between. Hybrids 
are considered as based on a logically inconsistent taxonomy (Przeworski et al. 
2000: 57).

However, those authors who consider democratic elections and vertical 
accountability as a sufficient condition for democracy, fail to distinguish between 
Sweden, the UK, France on the one side and Russia, Indonesia or Bolivia on the 
other side, since all governments of those countries are democratically elected.

The distinction of liberal and defective democracies is based on a static sta-
tus quo analysis. As regime typologies they cannot integrate a dynamic time 

9.2 Historical and Contemporary Forms of ‘Defective’ Representative Democracies
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dimension. Such a time dimension is explicitly considered by ‘consolidology’ 
(Schmitter 1995; Linz/Stepan 1996; Croissant/Merkel 2004).

Consolidating regimes were classified in three types, (Beichelt 2001: 143) such 
as:

•	 formally democratic parliamentary systems (Estonia, Latvia, Slovenia, Czech 
Republic, Hungary),

•	 transitional regimes as balanced systems (Bulgaria, Macedonia, Moldova, 
Rumania) and

•	 minimal democratic regimes (Slovakia, Russia, Ukraine). They have been sub-
divided in ‘parliamentary systems’ (Slovakia) and ‘regimes dominated by 
a president’ (Russia, Ukraine). The latter typology showed how quickly all 
our taxonomies can be obliterated. Slovakia after some years entered the for-
mally democratic systems and was the first former Communist country except 
Slovenia to be integrated into the zone of the ‘Euro’. In the case of Russia it 
became doubtful whether it is still ‘minimal democratic’ or already ‘semi-
authoritarian’. This is one of the reasons why among an overall comparative 
analysis of contemporary forms of representative democracies these consoli-
dating systems mostly play a marginal role—perhaps with the exception of 
the Czech Republic, Slovenia and Hungary. This is the more so, as represent-
ativeness initially was manipulated by ‘electoral engineering’ as a subtype of 
‘institutional engineering’ (Krohn 2003: 61). These processes created unstable 
electoral systems and volatile voting behaviour which cast some doubts on the 
‘representative’ character of some of the new democracies.

The great transformation of dictatorships into democracies in the third wave 
brought back the old debates. Juan Linz (1990) came up with the idea, that pres-
idential systems ruined democracy (especially in Latin America), Dieter Nohlen 
(Nohlen/Fernández 1991) and others were able to show that the ruin of democracy 
was not simply due to the form of representative government, but party systems 
have to be taken into consideration and that also parliamentary and semi-presiden-
tial governments declined under certain social and political circumstances (which 
we knew already from the fate of Italy, Austria, and the Weimar Republic between 
the World Wars).

Eastern Europe was the great field of experiments with representative govern-
ment. Again the empirical results have been classified in a normative way: par-
liamentary systems fared better than semi-presidential regimes (Lijphart 1992, 
1994). In fact the causality is rather the other way around: socioeconomically 
developed societies and politically more mature systems, such as the Czech 
Republic or Hungary have chosen parliamentary government, whereas less 
developed countries preferred semi-presidentialism which proved among the 
mature Western systems efficiently working only in France. Comparison of East-
European systems, endorsed rather the Linz-hypothesis that parliamentary systems 
developed in a more democratic way than some semi-presidential systems (Merkel 
et al. 1996: 85).
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9.3  Neo-normative Models of Representative Democracies

New notions and ideals are spreading in the literature about the decline of tradi-
tional representative democracy:

•	 Negative connotations are inherent in the terms of post-democracy.
•	 Positive connotations are transported by the terms ‘Republicanism’, deliberative 

democracy (Habermas) or dialogic democracy (Giddens).

In the age of post-democracy the elites receive less deference and “the secrets 
of politicians are laid bare to the democratic gaze”. Nevertheless virtually all the 
formal components of representative democracy survived (Crouch 2005: 12, 22).

Neo-normative thinking discovered that the integration of citizens by a com-
mon social morality for a democratic society is more important than the institu-
tional integration: 22. Republicanism having an old tradition since the Renaissance 
was—less successful than liberalism—recently rediscovered. Republicanism and 
liberalism are frequently considered as incompatible oppositional elements. One 
advantage of Republicanism seemed to be that it was more democratic than liber-
alism—but more liberal than the traditional (representative) democracy (Llanque 
2003: 7). Republicanism aimed at the revitalization of citizenship in decentralized 
self-government and was—since Hannah Arendt—directed against: a state appara-
tus and legitimation via ‘nationalized’ and state-funded parties, and an a-political 
privatism of a depolitized population.

Republicanism sees an inevitable connection between citizen’s virtues and self-
government. Liberalism does not exclude such a combination, but considers it as 
accidental (Sandel 1995: 57). How intimate this relationship should be? Habermas 
(1992: 360f) already doubted the feasibility of a polemical separation of civil soci-
ety and state since a balancing of interests and powers needs the framework of a 
rule of law (Rechtsstaat). Discourses in the model of deliberative democracy have 
stronger normative components than the liberal state, but weaker components than 
the republican ideal. Both concepts start from a vision of a ‘whole’:

•	 liberalism postulates in a rather abstract way that the Constitution is primordial,
•	 republicanism, on the other, starts from the sovereign citizenship.

The discourse in the model of deliberative democracy starts from a decentral-
ized society which creates a political public sphere in order to deliberate about the 
various social problems and interests.

Deliberative democracy is a normative hope, but post-democracy did not come 
close to it. Leftist writers complain that there is hardly any fundamental criticism 
of capitalism—but only denunciation of abuses by transnational multinational 
corporations. Many populists, such as Blocher’s peoples party in Switzerland, 
are rather capitalist-minded and offer no hope for fundamental change of the sys-
tem. New types of democracy are developed every day: ‘democracy of negotia-
tion’, ‘civil society’, ‘cooperation of net-works’, ‘subpolitisation’ (Ulrich Beck), 
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‘cosmopolitan democracy’ or ‘transnational democracy’, a combination of 
Habermas and theories of civil society (Held 1993), ‘reflexive democracy’ against 
centralized and homogeneous structures of decision-making and in favour for 
various layers of processes of decision-making which are connected by networks 
(Schmalz-Bruns 1995: 164).

But even writers who claim to have shown that ‘our whole political knowledge 
is obsolete, especially the concept of representative democracy’, started polemics 
against all the attempts since John Rawls to revitalize a public ethic in the tradition 
of Kant. Democracy should be re-installed in its ‘laicist functions of organization 
for special interests, conflict resolution and guarantees for civil liberties’ (Zolo 
1997: 217). Other authors are even more violently opposed to the ‘tyranny of com-
mon sense’, proclaimed by ‘communitarian lay-priests’ and vote for an ‘egoistic 
society’ (Herzinger 1997: 61). One camp hailed the ‘comeback of the citizens’—
the other one the ‘true representation of egoistic interests’ in a ‘realistic model of 
democracy’.

If we look at former leftists like Hardt and Negri (2002) in their vision of 
‘Empire’, there is hardly any hope for a fundamental change. Foucault’s spirit is 
spreading. Each power structure bears inherently its counter-power. Populism is 
offered by some more sophisticated leaders as an element of Foucault’s counter-
power. The more liberal democracy was universalized after 1989/90, when com-
munism and other dictatorships collapsed, the more liberal democracy—which is 
essentially a system of representation—is considered as a rather limited system.

Torchbearers of ‘radical politics’, such as Anthony Giddens (1994: 112), devel-
oped the idea of a ‘dialogic democracy’, hoping that this concept will be more 
than an extension of liberal democracy. It should create—not new rights and rep-
resentations of interests as in representative democracy—but further cultural cos-
mopolitism, decisive for reconstructions of social solidarity.

Social solidarity is said to be ‘reconstructed’ by many new social movements, 
but it is no longer encompassing and universal. Identity politics became a catch-
word of postmodern democracy and changed the connotations of representation. 
But prospects according to Colin Crouch (2005: 119) are slim: “Nor will populism 
be contested by trying to move beyond identity politics to a Third Way political 
appeal which tries to evade the very idea of identity”. But political parties which 
claim to represent the masses of people need to do so by articulating an identity 
for those people (Pizzorno 1993). The more these identities are artificially ‘re-con-
structed’, the more other possible identities are neglected. The established parties 
have been compared to large corporations: both avoid risks, the corporations do 
not like risky investments, the established parties try to omit investing in identity-
building for new social movements (Crouch 2005: 120). Catch-all parties prefer 
to cooperate with selected social movements, but shy away from the necessary 
specialisations of populist movements. New social movements mostly were only 
successful when they accepted cooperation with established interest groups and 
parties—as the ecological or the feminist movements have shown.

Populist movements—as other new social movements—cause sometimes ‘elite-
directing forms of politics’ against former “elite-directed politics” (Inglehart 1990: 
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338). But this does not mean that populist movements have no permanent impact. 
Since the ‘participatory revolution’ in the 1970s and 1980s electoral competition 
has changed: medium range, non-encompassing ideologies, special issues and a 
growing impact of individual candidates and their profiles prevailed (Kaase 1984).

New terms gave more respectability also to some populist movements: they 
claimed to represent the ‘civil society’ against the ‘political class’. But no move-
ment has ever permanently incorporated the civil society. Some critics (Latour 
1991: 68, 188) already believe that modern constitutions have become a victim 
of their success and are about to collapse. Mobilisation of collective groups has 
created so many hybrid forms that the constitutional framework can no longer 
keep them together. In the light of postmodern ‘normalisations’ this is certainly 
an exaggeration. The production of hybrids which explicitly and collectively will 
be part of a ‘non-modern constitution’ and an ‘enlarged democracy’ is a utopia on 
the basis of ‘reunification of nature and society’ which is not under way and so far 
remains a hope of the ecological movement.

Even a normative thinker, such as Habermas (1992: 446), fighting for delibera-
tive democracy admitted that civil society is always in danger to degenerate:

•	 by populist movements which defend traditions and identities against a capital-
ist modernization,

•	 by movements which exceed influence-seeking and try to transform into power 
organizations,

•	 and by social revolutions which re-establish a historical subject in a teleological 
theory as torchbearer of progress.

But even this realistic view on deliberative democracy found severe critics, 
such as Richard Rorty (1989). Habermas in his view remained a ‘metaphysi-
cal thinker’ because he continues to hope for ‘consensus via discourses’. But he 
shared with Habermas his commitment for the ‘citoyen engagé’.

9.4  Populism as Challenge to Representative Democracy

Liberal representative forms of government were not only challenged in new 
democracies and by normative political theories. More dangerous were the chal-
lenges by new social movements—mostly populist. Many consolidated parlia-
mentary party governments in Western Europe have been increasingly challenged 
by right wing populist attacks, ranging from Haider’s movement Austria, Le 
Pen’s National Front in France to Berlusconi’s Italy. Even in Scandinavia right 
wing populist parties emerged. They attacked not only tax, welfare or immigra-
tion policies, but also the mode of governing by established party cartels. In the 
‘Third World’ left wing populism under Chavez, Morales and others is protesting 
against social exclusion and ethnic marginalization of the indigenous population. 
In Europe right-wing populism was prevailing, protesting against too much inclu-
sion of immigrants and politically active minorities. With respect to representative 
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democracy it should be noted, however, that these right populists movements nor-
mally do not challenge the basic democratic and representative institutions of the 
system.

Populism started as a kind mystical union of the people—rather a syndrome 
than an ideology (Wiles in: Ionescu/Gellner 1969: 166). Leaders boasted of a 
direct communication with the people. Populists think in terms of ‘social move-
ments’—with some exceptions such as Forza Italia—rather than organizing a 
party. The basic creeds are:

Populist propaganda is less programmatic and more moralistic. Since populists 
quite frequently pretend to o science and its inhuman rationalism they appeal to 
common prejudices in the people and they hardly ever participate in critical con-
troversial debates. They prefer myths of conspiracy: ‘we have been cheated’ or ‘we 
have been neglected by the establishment’ are popular slogans. ‘Virtue’ resides in 
the simple people and their collective traditions.

Populists fight the ‘corruption’ of the established elites which are declared as no 
longer representative of the people. They prefer the term ‘political class’ instead of 
the positive connotations of the notion ‘elite’. In third world countries primitivism 
(such as the mystification of Aztec heritage in Mexico) merges with progressiv-
ism, close to socialist ideas. There is rarely a consistent doctrine—sometimes the 
populists started as a single-issue-movement, which creates not a system of related 
creeds as in ideology, but only a stubborn overestimation of one issue in society.

The ideas of populists on representative government depend on their location 
in the left–right-scheme. There is still a debate whether all populist movements 
are right-wing, just the more moderate form of right-wing extremism. Recently 
left-wing populists have been discovered (or re-discovered because they existed in 
Russia and in the United States already in the nineteenth century): Originally the 
Green movements were considered as populists and sometimes the post-commu-
nist parties, such as the PDS/Die Linke in Germany which became an important 
party for representing East German interests.

The notion of populism should be differentiated from extremist movements—
though they, such as the fascists, have many populist features. There are, however, 
neo-fascist parties—such as the NPD in Germany—which show little populist fea-
tures and behave like fascists in a rather bourgeois outfit. Most extremists dislike 
increasingly to be dubbed as ‘fascist’. But populism is taken as a kind of honorary 
title, as Haider (1994: 57) wrote in his book Freiheit, die ich meine (The liberty I 
have in mind) that populism is a necessary movement in democracy in the fight 
‘against the commands from the ivory tower of the political class’ and its ‘disgust 
of the people’.

Seymour Martin Lipset in his Political Man (1960) was the first to dis-
cover ‘extremism of the centre’. But he had mostly third world countries in 
mind. In Latin America left-wing populists were wide-spread. With growing 
Europeanization and globalization populism in the liberal-conservative centre of 
the party spectrum became more frequent—from Poujade in France to Glistrup in 
Denmark or Blocher in Switzerland. The losers of recent economic developments 
turn to be populists. They blame within the regime a ‘degenerated representative 
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system’ with its elitist cartels and denounce cooperation with certain scapegoats 
from the European bureaucracy in Brussels to foreign investors ‘invading’ the 
country and their neo-liberal ideology, the CIA or even the United States as a 
whole. Populists normally fight against three enemies:

•	 big industry,
•	 trade unions—especially when they cooperate with big industry in corporatist 

institutions,
•	 the ‘state’ of the established elites which tries to bring big interests to coop-

eration. The state is no longer the target of demands for alimentation, but popu-
lists rather claim to bring the state back to an orientation towards the ‘common 
good’—which normally is defined rather vaguely.

Instead of the traditional party state populists favour a society of free associ-
ations—in the French leftist tradition of Proudhon or British guild socialism, in 
the more conservative tradition closer to ideas of Otto von Gierke (Priester 2007: 
220).

The opposition to ‘big corporations’ does not mean that all populists fight 
against capitalism, and not even the neo-liberal version of it. Many populists could 
be called ‘anarcho-liberal’. On the contrary: from Glistrup in Denmark to Haider’s 
(1994: 150ff) FPÖ in Austria and Blocher’s SVP in Switzerland one kind of con-
servative populism is predominantly directed against the welfare state. Many 
populists have accepted the logic of individualization. This is another reason why 
they prefer rather loose networks instead of organized parties. Political ‘entrepre-
neurs’ prevail among the leaders of populist movements, such as Poujade, Fortuyn, 
Haider. Berlusconi is certainly the prototype of this type of a political ‘parvenu’ 
who benefited from a degenerating party system in Italy. Only a minority of popu-
lists today can be identified with right-wing extremists. Initially this was done in 
the case of Le Pen in France. But even this most enduring leader of a populist 
movement as an ‘elder statesman’ tried to agitate in a more respectable and cen-
trist way.

Extremist movements tend to belief in the overthrow (or at least radical change) 
of the existing system and do not recognize the constitutional rules, whereas most 
populist movements grudgingly accept the rules and want to change only minor 
elements: mostly the electoral law and they demand the direct election of the 
president. When this postulate is already implemented in the system, as in Austria, 
Haider (1994: 235) complained about a costly duplication of offices, without 
claiming a fully presidential system. Populist movements are rarely revolutionary. 
They continue to hope to bring the establishment back on the right road to democ-
racy and proclaim a ‘Second Republic’ in Italy, a ‘Third Republic’ in Austria 
(Haider 1994: 189) and a ‘Fourth Republic’ in Poland under Kaczynski.

Originally populism was a rural movement. In the era of globalization it tends 
to turn into an urban phenomenon. Competition of foreign migrants was always 
a breeding ground for populists in cities of the United States. The new populists 
claim that the native people is alienated and doomed to decline. Populists pretend 
to represent the national population. Only leftist populists sometimes claim to be 
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fundamentally opposed to right-wing populist ideologies. But already Proudhon 
as foe of Napoleon III proved at one point of his career after 1848 to be ready 
to cooperate with Bonaparte and was deeply disappointed when the president of 
the 2nd French Republic and from 1851 on the Emperor, did not accept him as 
a political partner. One issue which today separates right and leftwing populists 
is immigration. Ecological populists favoured more immigration and a multi-cul-
tural society which was abhorred by right-wing populists (Betz 1994: 179ff). Both 
shades of populism are no nationalists in the old sense and favour regional auton-
omy and decentralization.

Populism is organized by charismatic leaders such as Poujade or Le Pen in 
France. The leader claims a special title to ‘represent’ the needs of the people. If 
this charisma fails or is substituted by bureaucratic leadership and—what Max 
Weber called ‘Veralltäglichung des Charismas’, ‘routinization’ and decline of the 
special attraction of the leader—the populist movement disintegrates very quickly. 
In Germany the fall-down of Schönhuber, the founder and leader of the populist 
‘Republicans’ made them quickly marginal in the system. Similar signs of disin-
tegration recently were experienced by Blocher in Switzerland, when his move-
ments did no longer follow him in his policy towards the government. When Pim 
Fortuyn was killed in Holland he was not easily substituted in his movement. In 
many countries the ‘intellectualisation’ of leadership was not successful and ero-
sion was the consequence when the masses get bored by the ever repeating slogans 
(cf. Stöss 2000: 178). A lack of professionalization in parliaments proved to be 
detrimental to the growth of populist movements in the long run. When populist 
policy styles are adopted even by the big parties the populist smaller groups do no 
longer have an advantage.

The routinization of populist movements starts when they get close to power. 
Many of them prefer to remain in opposition to ‘keep clean’ the purity of their 
basic creeds. Nothing is more compromising than being held responsible for bad 
policies, such as Haider in the Austrian government, Gregor Gysy as left-wing 
populist in the Berlin government, or the support of populists for bourgeois gov-
ernments in the Benelux or the Scandinavian countries.

A unique case in Western Europe was Berlusconi who reshuffled the whole 
Italian party system in the early 1990s. When his ‘Second Republic of Italy’ 
proved to be even more corrupt and undemocratic than the former ‘classe politica’ 
Berlusconi was toppled. He was able to survive for a while only with the help of 
a democratized neo-fascist movement and a regional populist group such as Lega 
Lombarda. The case is unique in European history because Berlusconi—accused 
for corruption and determined to change the law in his favour—managed to be 
reelected in 2008.

Coalitions are always shaky, coalitions of populists, however, are even more 
likely to be unstable. Some great electoral successes proved to end up in disas-
ters because the populists lacked professional cadres in order to act successfully in 
parliaments, as the NPD (National-Demokratische Partei Deutschlands), the DVU 
(Deutsche Volksunion) or the ‘Republicans’ which were temporarily represented, 
showed in German Laender diets (Holtmann 2002).
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The enlightened followers of old modernisation theories—such as Przeworski 
(2000: 187ff)—were inclined to correlate the stability of representative democ-
racy with levels of economic or demographic growth. But populism showed that 
there is a subjective side of the coin: groups which are bored and dissatisfied with 
democracy and are complaining on a high level of economic performance in the 
system, since there are always losers in rapid processes of change.

Since the 1980s a normative debate about the virtues and failures of populism 
developed. The established parties tended to consider populist movements as bad. 
In Germany—a country which invented the constitutional possibility to outlaw a 
party, in the meantime copied by other countries, such as Russia—even prohibi-
tion was considered for new unwelcome competitors. But in the age of the new 
social movements the creative forces of populists have been discovered—even by 
formerly leftist authors (Priester 2007: 220). Populist leaders are classified to the 
extent they developed representative democracy in a seminal way: De Gaulle and 
Gandhi were the ‘good populists’—militant regional populists, such as Sinn Fain 
or the Bask leaders, were the ‘bad populists’ —as long as they supported terrorism.

With the spread of terrorism all over the world the basic criterion for classi-
fication of new movements is whether they accept or refuse terrorism as a tool 
of political conflicts. Terrorist action is the very opposite of all kinds of repre-
sentative democracy since it is neither deliberative, representative or democratic. 
Additional criteria for the differentiation of right-wing extremists from radical 
right-wing populists are a consistent and continuous anti-Americanism and Anti-
Semitism—not part of most populist ideologies.

The initial verdict against the populist revolt against representative democracy 
has been mitigated by several experiences:

(1) Populist styles captured the leadership in established parties and changed the 
rules of representative government—as has been demonstrated for leaders 
such as Blair in Britain or Schroeder in Germany. Charismatic media democ-
racy created a populist style in conventional politics (Korte 2003).

(2) Populism in most West-European systems was no threat to representa-
tive democracy so far. In most West European systems the populists did 
not exceed 10 % of the votes, with the exception of the Front National in 
France, the FPÖ in Austria, Blocher’s SVP in Switzerland and the Norwegian 
Fremskrittspartiet. The SVP became the strongest party with 27 % and 
Blocher was able to overthrow the magic formula in the distribution of seven 
governmental seats. The SVP got a second seat, the ‘proportional system’, 
however, was maintained. Populists sometimes have enormous success, but 
they are never safe. The fluctuations are enormous (data in: Betz 1994: 3), as 
the Poujade movement showed in the Fourth French Republic which withered 
away in a few years.

In the 1980s the social movements were suspected to substitute the old insti-
tutions. However, the final result was an integration into the system. The new 
social movements were mostly successful in agenda-setting and provocation 
of new issues in the public debate but no even in launching amendments to the 
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Constitution. Most populist movements were flash parties. Only leaders who 
turned to authoritarian rule (Peron in Argentina), or successfully tried to occupy 
the centre because the alternatives had withered away and substituted their pop-
ulist image by the attitude of ‘statesmanship’ (Berlusconi in Italy) were able to 
remain a decisive factor in the representative system of their country.

(3) Two variations of a kind ‘inbuilt populism’ in contemporary representative 
democracies have been differentiated (Decker 2006a, b: 22, 26):

•	 Moderate populists accept the constitutional-representative model of democ-
racy, and strengthen it by emphasizing more inclusion of groups and interest 
and a deliberative democracy.

•	 More radical populists favour plebiscitarian democracy. ‘Decisionism’, on the 
basis of a unitary will of the people, substitutes deliberation.

The second version of plebiscitarian democracy model might be a potential 
danger, but the drive of the parties challenging the system—with the exception of 
Italy—was never strong enough to change the system and its institutions. Germany 
proved to be particularly protected against right-wing extremism and populism 
because of

•	 its Nazi past,
•	 because the two major parties are moderately welfare oriented, and merged their 

forces twice in a Grand Coalition to reform the system.

Populist slogans in catch-all parties are increasingly stolen from the populist 
groups. Populists finally remained ‘a-political’ because they don’t like compro-
mise as long as they remain in opposition. Populists pretend to mobilize. But fre-
quently the result was manipulated ‘pseudo-participation’. As soon as populists 
are established, they learn to work in terms of compromises with other groups. 
When they are accepted parties they loose their uniqueness. It happened to some 
progressive parties on the right and to the green parties on the left of the spectrum 
of parties.

9.5  Conclusion: ‘Direct Plebiscitarian Democracy’—The 
Way Out of Liberal Representative, Merely Procedural 
Democracy?

Representative democracy—by liberals and their enemies dubbed ‘liberal democ-
racy’—is torn to pieces between utopian demands and functional reality. The rhet-
oric of democracy got weak since 1990 when the system remained unchallenged 
without authoritarian alternatives. Representative democracy by many populists 
such as Haider or Blocher is said to be ‘minimalistic’ and does not invite any 
enthusiasm among the citizens. Even defenders of liberal democracy like Andrew 
Levine (1981: 7), have admitted: “Indeed, I will go on to suggest that the political 
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institutions proper to liberal democratic politics, representative government and 
the party system, so far from implementing democratic values may actually betray 
them.” In this perception liberal democrats pretend to be liberals and democrats. 
The theory to which they are committed is genuinely liberal but not—at least in its 
practical implementation—genuinely democratic. Representation included mostly 
the notion of independent legislators who follow their consciousness and instincts 
rather the changing popular moods in a Stimmungsdemokratie (democracy of the 
popular moods).

Direct democracy and popular legislation are frequently demanded, and even 
accepted by the radical wing of liberal democrats from Carol Pateman (1970: 111) 
to Benjamin Barber (1984: 10, 33).

There is a stubborn believe that direct democracy is not a question whether it 
should be organized, but only how it can be implemented (Decker 2006a: 5). Non-
normative scholars, however, try to answer the question empirically whether direct 
democracy and legislation via referenda with a deliberative discourse is really 
better and more efficient. About 550 popular initiatives and referenda have been 
examined. The result was not encouraging: no Habermasian ‘power-free discourse’ 
has been discovered. The results of referenda were mostly middle class- and sta-
tus quo-oriented. Radical groups or even semi-leftist groups, such as trade-unions, 
normally failed to gain anything from popular legislation. The growth of the wel-
fare state has been promoted rather by representative parliamentarians in Northern 
Europe than by direct democracy in Switzerland (Wagschal in: Freitag/Wagschal 
2007: 326f; Moser/Obinger ibidem.: 357). More innovative legislation is not 
expected even by some other experts (Kranenpohl 2006: 38). The ‘independence 
of representatives’ remained the result of the impracticability of direct democ-
racy. Representatives in many cases had to decide after a failure of popular votes 
(switching from left-hand traffic to right-hand traffic in Sweden, or lowering vot-
ing age to 18 years in Denmark). Oddly enough, Brown and Sarkozy, leaders in 
two major countries that faced hostile majorities to the EU constitution, recently 
confessed in October 2007 that there will be no referendum on this question next 
time. Referenda serve sometimes a complementary institution of advice. In Italy 
consultative referenda frequently produced rather reasonable results which served 
as a guideline for the representative decision-makers. Unexpectedly even subsidiz-
ing party finances by the state was admitted by a small majority. Sometimes an 
equal rank of representative and direct democratic legislation is envisaged. This is, 
however, very difficult under two circumstances:

•	 In a federalist system there is the danger that the federal chamber gets meaning-
less. Even in Switzerland referenda develop centralizing impacts.

•	 In a system with sovereignty of the constitution and judicial review by a consti-
tutional court. In such a system ex-ante-judgements of the court have been rec-
ommended in order not to violate the “sovereignty of the people” (Kranenpohl 
2003).

Empirical doubts about the efficiency of direct democracy never convinced 
normative theoreticians. They emphasize—not without good reasons—that direct 
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democracy has impacts on political socialization and learning which in the long 
run stabilize also representative democracy (Waschkuhn 1998: 514).

We end up in a paradox of postmodernism: in 1968 the criticism of liberal 
democracy took violent forms in terms of a radical normative theory. Forty years 
later normative theory—which became more realistic in the meantime and learned 
from the criticism of the 1968 generation—is confronted with the same objections 
as representative democracy in 1968: that it represents hardly more than a nor-
matively embellished duplication of a dreadful political reality. Science seems to 
follow the arts: ‘kitchen-sink-art’—and other variations of postmodern art—do not 
lead back to a higher ideal of normative aesthetics but deliberately lead back to a 
miserable every-day life which is grudgingly accepted.
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10.1  Scholars as Political Advisors: My Personal 
Experience1

In the entrance hall of the Humboldt University in Berlin you can still find a huge 
inscription on red marble taken from Karl Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach, number 
11: “Philosophers have interpreted the world in different ways—it is necessary, 
however, to change the world”. This meant that social scientists and philosophers 
should certainly play a certain role in changing the world. It was a wise decision to 
defend the inscription against those Western committees who wanted to purge all 
remnants of Marxism in the former GDR. Nevertheless, in the light of postmod-
ern society, this famous sentence is wrong. It should rather read: “Philosophers 
continue to interpret the world in different ways, but the world changes rather in a 
unified direction—though scientific theories have little influence on this process”.

In my study of political theories in Europe in the era of ideologies from 1789 
to 1914, I counted among 170 eminent political thinkers from Madrid to Moscow 
ninety-seven who attempted to work as politicians (von Beyme 2002: 949). This 
was not restricted to leftist thinkers, from Godwin to Proudhon, who tried to work 
in parliaments. Conservative and liberal thinkers such as Burke, Chateaubriand, 
Constant, Tocqueville and even Max Weber (as an unelected candidate) wanted to 
serve in parliament. Today the separation of the scientific and political subsystems 
makes this kind of representation rather rare.

But during the time of transition to democracy in Eastern Europe after 1989, 
for a while theories of civil society urged many scholars and artists to spring into 
the political arena—from Vaclav Havel in Prague to Andrei Plešu in Bucarest. 
Most of these new elites were quickly frustrated, the apparatchiki came back.

Rarely was a political scientist with a good reputation dating from communist 
times, like our Polish colleague Jerzy Wiatr in Poland, able to play a role in the 

1 This text was first presented as “Political Advisors to Politicians (Presentation at the IPSA 
Congress in Madrid, 2012)” and has not previously been published.

Chapter 10
Political Scientists as Advisors to Politicians

K. von Beyme, Klaus von Beyme, SpringerBriefs on Pioneers in Science and Practice 14, 
DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-01535-4_10, © The Author(s) 2014
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post-transition political sphere. I feel emotionally close to him because I once 
served as a counter-candidate for the presidency of the International Political 
Science Association in 1982. My victory was due to the cold war: Wiatr was 
suspected in Moscow of no longer being Marxist, but was not fully accepted in 
Washington because he claimed to follow a humanist way of Marxist think-
ing. I was accepted in Moscow as a ‘bourgeois scholar’ with much interest in 
Communist countries without being a cold warrior—and accepted in Washington 
because I was just another liberal positivist who was not suspected of serving as a 
fellow traveller. This, however, did not prevent certain conservative scholars con-
sidering me as a fellow traveller because they were unable to understand why I 
travelled so frequently to Communist countries. But I was a social scientist and 
needed the contacts. In history one could work in the archives of Helsinki without 
ever going to Moscow. When a famous historian was asked by a medievalist how 
he could write books on Russian history without ever visiting Russia, he answered 
mischievously: “My dear colleague, have you ever visited the Middle Ages?” A 
political scientist working on contemporary Russian problems could not get away 
with such a joke and had to work in Moscow in the Academy of Sciences.

IPSA for me was an exciting experience of policy-making without formal policy 
advice. Many Westerners resented the fact that we helped to bring into IPSA coun-
tries like China and the German Democratic Republic. My argument in a debate 
with Karl Deutsch, the President of IPSA ahead of my term: “I am in the oppo-
site position to my country up until Brandt: we did not want to recognize some-
thing which exists—the GDR. Now we are supposed to recognize something which 
does not exist: political science in the GDR. I am in favour of doing it nevertheless. 
Experience teaches that Communist countries stop denouncing a social science as 
‘bourgeois’ and cooperate—as soon as they are accepted on the international level, 
as they did in psychology and sociology”. I was, however, disappointed in the case 
of the GDR until 1989: unlike Poland or Hungary the jurists monopolized political 
science, which was never taught in East German universities.

The IPSA crew with which I worked for 12 years in various offices—especially 
closely with the General Secretary John Trent—was deeply convinced that a kind 
of convergence would take place in the cold war camps. My Soviet friend Georgy 
Shakhnazarov—against the rules of the international association, permanent vice 
president and first vice president in my time in office—later was Gorbachev’s most 
important advisor. Theories promoted by the Soviet leader of perestroika, like ‘new 
political thinking in world relations’ or theories of ‘interdependence’, Gorbachev 
got via Shakhnazarov, who picked them up in international discussions in IPSA.

I am not going to overrate our political influence, but what happened was a kind 
of ‘social-democratization of Communist thinkers and leaders’ in the intellectual 
sphere. This may help to explain why the powerful Soviet empire collapsed with-
out being advised by political science experts to choose the Chinese solution as at 
Tiennamen Square in Beijing, with hundreds of protesting students killed.

Social scientists are no longer the Hegelian type of philosopher working on 
a general historical theory with the assumption of a hidden teleological process. 
Incremental and partial theories are the norm. According to Thomas Kuhn, 95 % 
of what scientists do is ‘cleaning work’ rather than grand theory, ordering the 
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chaotic variety of facts into typologies and specialized propositions. Nevertheless, 
it is normally agreed that political science has three objects:

1. The description of reality—in certain fields only

(constructivists might argue that there is no reality but there are only involved peo-
ple’s vistas of what they take for reality).

2. The forecasting of trends of development.
3. The normative evaluation of what kind of action should be carried out.

The last two objects are relevant to political advice:

•	 No politician wants only a description of what there is,
•	 he wants a prognosis about what will probably happen,
•	 and finally he will want advice on how he should act.

A German study of policy advice found out that about 76 % of German political 
scientists claimed to have given advice to politicians, 27 % to parliamentarians and 
22 % to governments (Klingemann/Falter 1998: 332). The best-known advisers to 
politicians in Germany are sometimes those political scientists who have the most 
illustrious reputations and hold the top positions, such as Fritz Scharpf or Renate 
Mayntz (Klingemann/Falter 1998: 333). But more often this is not the case. If we 
compare scientists with the top reputations with those writers and scholars who 
have most influence on public opinion, there is hardly any overlap. Professors fre-
quently invited on to TV talk shows sometimes also have a high scientific reputa-
tion, such as the sociologists Ralf Dahrendorf and Ulrich Beck, but sometimes they 
have only a marginal role in the discipline, like Arnulf Baring (Höfer 2006: 58f).

If three-quarters of German political scientists claim to work in addition as 
policy advisors, then we have to be critical. Maybe this is true if every talk with 
the deputy from one’s favoured party is counted, or the engagement of scholars 
in local politics in cities where they live is taken as deserving the title ‘political 
advice’. Political Science in some respects is not the preferred source for those 
professors who advise governments:

•	 Rarely are political scientists recruited—more frequently jurists do the job.
•	 With the growing globalization and economization of society, the economists do 

a lot of counselling.
•	 In Germany each ministry has an advisory group.
•	 In the first economic slump we discovered that the great economic crisis—one 

of the main reasons for the rise of the Nazis—had been handled almost without 
any scholarly advice. We decided that this should never happen again, so we 
copied the American Council of Economic Advisors.

Lijphart (1977: 223) the well-known Dutch-American political scientist, a kind 
of ‘commis voyageur’ in matters of consociationalism from Malaysia to South 
America, once complained that:

•	 political science only waits, and remains a spectator,
•	 whereas the economist intervenes.

10.1 Scholars as Political Advisors: My Personal Experience
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This is an exaggeration as so many bons mots. Economic science, however, is 
a trendsetter for all the social sciences in concentrating on rational choice or on 
other mathematical procedures. Only the subfield of ‘economic policy’ still works 
on prognostic and normative evaluation in a narrative way which can be under-
stood by politicians. Social sciences tend to become politically irrelevant, the more 
sophisticated they become in applied mathematics.

My personal experience with advising politicians makes me rather scepti-
cal. When I was invited for the first time by a federal chancellor, at that time 
Helmut Schmidt, for a talk with him on educational policies he said, “My office 
does invite political advice”. I had to correct him, saying that I was glad that 
he did not care for minor details in his office because, as the ancient Romans 
already knew, minima praetor non curat (modernized version: ‘rulers don’t care 
for things of minor importance’). But I had to explain that his office had just 
asked me to write a paper on elite recruitment and the possible consequences 
for a change in the electoral law. Schmidt was the typical ‘operator’—efficient 
and opposed to time-wasting. This type of politician is impatient with the com-
plicated deductions of advisers, and therefore turns to decisionism. A German 
sociologist, Krauch (1972: 41), who worked for many ministries, offered in his 
book on Computer Democracy a caricature of social scientists who sell their 
knowledge to politicians. Most of them suffer the fate of ‘Mr K.’ in Franz 
Kafka’s ‘Castle’: they don’t get beyond the antechamber. The only successful 
advisor he met changed his attitude: Krauch’s friend became a collaborator of 
the secret power in Kafka’s castle. He terminated discussions with colleagues 
and teaching because he had to work for the planning staff of the Federal 
Chancellor.

Democracies rarely hire political philosophers. Only autocracies made it pos-
sible for even great political thinkers and philosophers from Leibniz to Bentham 
to offer their advice, even to an autocratic ruler like the Russian Czar, something 
that normally only adventurers and alchemists did, from Casanova to Cagliostro. It 
was a time when advice to politicians was informal and without problems, such as 
Mably and Rousseau advising Wiełhorski on the Polish constitution in the eight-
eenth century. It was a time when political theory still believed in the grand légis-
lateur who creates great laws, like Moses or Solon. The Solons of today, however, 
are craftsmen in legislative details.

The comparison of the political scientist with Mr K. in Kafka’s ‘Castle’ was 
certainly a caricature. Most social scientists are flattered when they are occasion-
ally asked for advice, but rarely try to push their advisory role. Normally they 
keep to the motto of Prussian aristocrats: “Gehe nie zu Deinem Fürst, wenn Du 
nicht gerufen wirst” “Never try to meet your king, unless you are invited by 
him”.

This caricature of the self-appointed advisor was maybe accurate for the last 
time in the era of the planning euphoria in the early 1970s under Willy Brandt, 
Bruno Kreisky or Olaf Palme, who closely cooperated. The neo-liberal wave 
of decentralization and deregulation since the 1990s seems to have diminished 
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the need for political advice by social scientists. Times are past when a kind of 
‘Beiratsphilosophy’—a ‘philosophy of advising bodies’, as the Austrians called 
it—was widespread among scholars who saw society in a mechanistic way, 
like a cybernetic machine. The ‘pirate parties’ in Sweden and Germany have 
recently promoted new forms of advice to politicians via the Internet, some-
times in creative proposals for legislation, sometimes only in a kind of ‘shit-
storm’ against what they dislike in official politics. The paradigms of political 
advice have changed very rapidly over time: the planning devices of the 1970s 
were replaced by theories of steering in the 1980s. In the 1990s a new paradigm 
was spreading: governance instead of government, global regulation, decentrali-
zation and emphasis on implementation rather than on big decisions and state 
interventions.

The more social subsystems like science and politics drifted apart, the less politi-
cal advice was implemented. Sometimes we discovered only later that the reluctant 
politicians were anticipating future developments more accurately than political sci-
entists. Let me mention just two examples from my personal experience.

1. When Spain turned to democracy after Franco’s death, some German political 
scientists who had worked on Spain were invited to committees on constitu-
tion-making in Madrid. We recommended the German system of federalism 
in order to mitigate ethnic conflict. Spain preferred, however, to offer one pre-
autonomy regulation after another to those areas which were most violent, 
like the Basque country and Catalonia. The German scholars were deeply 
disappointed. But now, looking back, I understand the Spanish asymmetric 
and unsystematic approach: it helped to keep the country together and did not 
invite further possibilities of blocking central decisions, as the German federal 
system would probably have done.

German lawyers were also invited. They were more successful in their field 
when they advocated the German constitutional court. Today Spain is following 
the German model very closely and with much success.

2. Let me end with a second example. The German candidate for the SPD chan-
cellorship invited me to give advice on the coordination of elections for the 
parliaments in the provinces or sub-units (Länder). I began working with the 
popular opinion the politicians wanted to hear from me: we should harmonize 
the election schedule in order to avoid permanent mid-term elections every 
year. In the end, I felt unable to offer what the politicians wanted: I remained 
reluctant to streamline the elections because this would have meant further 
centralization, cutting autonomy in constitution-making by abolishing the 
dissolution of Länder parliaments. To give you an illustration for my final 
hypothesis in my working paper: after the reunification of Germany in 1990, 
all the East German Länder had the same schedule for elections. After a few 
years they drifted apart, because of parliamentary dissolutions—which are 
normal in a parliamentary system.

10.1 Scholars as Political Advisors: My Personal Experience
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10.2  The Place of Scientific Advice in the Decision-making 
System

What is the conclusion we have to draw from my personal experience? Advice by 
scholars is frustrating because politicians have to follow a different logical device. 
This has been called the ‘maximum feasible misunderstanding’ (Moynihan 1969) 
between the two alien tribes: scholars and politicians.

•	 Scholars want durable solutions.
•	 Politicians think of their next re-election.
•	 Science has a code oriented towards true or false.
•	 Economics differentiates between efficient and not efficient.
•	 The code of law is legal or illegal.
•	 Ethics thinks in terms of morally good or bad.
•	 The legal code is however the only binding one. This is on the one hand an 

advantage,
•	 but on the other hand it makes juridical thinking inflexible.
•	 Morality is also rigid and does not like compromise.
•	 So the politicians—and in some respects the economists—are the only ones to 

look for compromises in order to avoid “maximum feasible misunderstanding”.
•	 On the one hand the subsystems of politics, economics and science are drifting 

more and more apart.
•	 These subsystems try to compensate the distance by interpenetrating each other.
•	 The more the systems are blurring, the more ‘Codes of conduct’ have to be pro-

moted, in order to prevent a complete mixture between advising scientists and 
the lobbyists of interest groups (Althaus/Meier 2004: 238ff).

The frustrations of advising scientists are different at various levels:

1. There is least frustration in routine decisions. The 32nd amendment to the 
German ‘Social Security Law’ was accompanied by political advice, mostly 
from economists. These belong to what Americans call the ‘iron triangle of 
parliamentarians, bureaucrats, and interest group representatives’. Sometimes 
they manage to extend it to an ‘iron quadrangle’. In the media they are dubbed 
the ‘social security men’. Oddly enough there are few women among them. A 
dozen professors have monopolized policy advice in certain highly complicated 
fields where even most of the deputies in the respective parliamentary commit-
tee have insufficient knowledge of the consequences of their decisions.

2. The influence of policy advisors on a middle level of reform is different accord-
ing to the policy field. In a study on legislation from 1949 to 1994, this author 
found that most of the scholarly interventions in key decisions took place in 
legal policy (42.3 %), construction and housing (15.2 %), and environmen-
tal policy (14.6 %) (von Beyme 1998: 25). Sometimes new key decisions are 
created with the help of advising scholars, such as the ‘Federal law on emis-
sions’ of 1974. The interest groups remained largely silent because they did 
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not anticipate which impact the mostly symbolic law of environmental protec-
tion might have on their group interests. One year later a decree had to clarify 
the specified levels of permitted emissions. All of a sudden the scholars were 
less important and the interest group experts were active in political advice. 
The more specialized a field, however, the greater the danger that bounda-
ries between scholars and interest group experts are blurred. There are also of 
course professors everywhere who permanently work for certain interests. They 
claim scientific independence, but intellectually become agents of an interest 
group. A notable example in Germany is the lawyer Hans-Herbert von Arnim. 
When party finances, the fight against corruption, the salaries of politicians are 
discussed no talk show can do without him. His books figure on lists of best-
sellers. He claims to serve the ‘common good’. But many colleagues resent the 
fact that his empirical work was financed by the ‘Federation of Taxpayers’, for 
which he had worked for 10 years before entering the university. As a taxpayer 
I share his concern for lowering party subventions or salaries for politicians, but 
as a scholar I may have different ideas about his function in a political system. 
If we compare the salaries of politicians with what economic leaders receive, 
politicians are even underpaid. As former German minister Norbert Blüm once 
put it so nicely. “I would serve for less money, but what I do is more important 
than what second-rate soccer players do who get twice as much money”.

There are sometimes quarrels between different experts. They occur quite fre-
quently between lawyers who ask ‘what is legal?’ and political scientists who ask 
‘what is feasible?’ They are unproblematic as long as the debates are in public. The 
more they take place in public, the less important is their contribution to the final 
political decision. This applies to public hearings in parliamentary committees, a 
possibility which many countries have copied from the American Congress. Quite 
frequently they serve as a show which itself serves to legitimate a decision which 
the iron triangles have reached in a secret meeting of the committee beforehand. 
Some parliaments have tried to overcome this kind of window dressing. They have 
also tried to build up a planning system for the deputies. Nowhere has this really 
happened. Even in the USA Congress tried to limit the President’s advisory com-
mittees, without success (Wolanin 1975: 198). In America it has been calculated 
that about 20,000 scholars work in public and semi-public advisory institutions. 
This inflation has caused a demand for the control of what they are doing—as a 
kind of protection for possible consumers of their advice (Holt/Turner 1974).

3. The experiences of frustration apply especially to great structural reforms 
such as the electoral system or federalism. There are too many veto groups 
with vested interests to follow the scientific logic of advisors. Recent theory-
building in political reform concentrates on two explanations of why reforms 
fail:

(a) Reforms are subject to a first paradigm which states that histori-
cal heritages shape decisions and are path-dependent. Previous struc-
tural decisions cannot be revised overnight. To offer an example: all 

10.2 The Place of Scientific Advice in the Decision-making System
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western democracies—and even some consolidating new democracies 
in the East—have to reshuffle their social security systems. Comparative 
scholars sometimes advise they should copy the United States or the 
Scandinavian countries. Examination in detail shows that it is almost 
impossible to transfer foreign models to different political cultures. 
Conservative (including Christian democratic) liberal and social demo-
cratic systems of social security cannot be introduced at will. Even 
Marxist thinkers who tended to believe dogmatically in a unilinear pro-
cess of history, like Rosa Luxemburg, once recognized that “you cannot 
pick up reform or revolution like hot or cold sausages at the buffet of 
history”. ‘Families of nations’, ‘families of taxation’, ‘families of social 
security’ have been discovered since social scientists learned the lesson 
that history and historically grown institutions matter.

(b) The second paradigm which rules the discussion on reform policies 
advised by scholars is Tsebelis’s theory of veto groups. Among the typi-
cal veto groups figure second chambers in parliament, federalist divi-
sions of power, constitutional courts, and the power of presidents in 
presidential or semi-presidential systems, such as in France or in Poland 
under Wałesa. Advice on the best solution in an abstract way today is 
not enough. We need special knowledge of how to find the veto points. 
One kind of veto group in policy advice is the Constitutional Court. In 
Germany it tends to strengthen scientific advice. Half of the judges have 
been university professors. Their decisions have many unpredictable 
consequences. The constitutional lawyers are no experts either. But they 
hide their responsibility behind formulas such as “the legislator has to 
consider the state of scientific knowledge” or even the “state of techno-
logical knowledge” (BVerfGE 49: 90). Apparently only specialists are 
capable of knowing this state of scientific knowledge and politicians 
become dependent on their expertise. Sometimes the lawyers, as in the 
case of a “law for a statistical survey of the whole population” (BVerfGE 
65: 55), have turned down the considerations of the ecologists and pro-
tectors of the secrecy of personal data by ruling that the ‘state of the art’ 
may one day make it sufficient to interview only a representative sample. 
But the ‘state of the art’ so far does not allow the possibility of a federal 
census of the whole country to be excluded. It was already doubtful that 
this was correct: on the one hand representative samples are more accu-
rate, whereas an overall survey produces at least 5 % of defectors who 
do not answer for political reasons. On the other hand, overall surveys 
are extremely expensive and may serve the interests of a huge interview 
industry.

Innovative political decisions are normally based on what Paul 
Lazarsfeld once called ‘half-knowledge’. Politicians have a lot of 
informed guesswork at their disposition, but they cannot wait until we 
know the future completely. Politicians are like doctors who are trying to 
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cure cancer, though we still do not know exactly how it develops. Why 
do 30 % of non-smokers die of lung cancer, and why do many heavy 
smokers never get cancer? Is it genetic disposition only? Another veto 
point is the opposition in parliament. The opposition is equipped with 
counter-experts who challenge the truth of the governmental advisors. 
In a polarized system the parties in power normally select a scholar 
close to their party. Germany is unique in a kind of bridging institutions: 
party foundations, funded by the federal government, organize meetings 
between politicians and scholars. Critics resent this kind of etatism of 
the parties. The Green party was particularly acute in these matters. It 
was, however, invited to collusion or corruption by being offered funds 
for the Heinrich Böll foundation, which functions like other similar party 
institutions, another proof of the hypothesis that it is difficult to leave a 
historical path in a country, even for fundamentally oppositing parties. 
Even the former GDR communists in the PDS (now Die Linke) are being 
integrated into our system via their party’s Rosa Luxemburg Foundation 
and gladly accept money from a ‘capitalist state’. I once had personal 
experience of this in my country. Papers on the reform of industrial rela-
tions were prepared by the party foundation of the CDU. A former assis-
tant of mine worked in the group, but for personal reasons was unable to 
finish his paper in time. He asked the decision-makers to accept me as 
a substitute. They refused a Social Democrat. Finally I wrote the paper 
under the name of my former assistant—I got the money from my proxy, 
he got the honour.

Does this mean that the advisors are always party men? According to the 
Common Procedure of all German Federal Ministries there is a paragraph (I § 61): 
“Experts should be carefully selected. Decisive factors are acknowledged compe-
tence and complete independence in relation to interested groups’. This means, 
however, that ‘reputation’ is taken for ‘truth’, since there is no agreement among 
the experts on experts. The circle of experts eligible for being selected is restricted 
even by objective criteria: in the USA it has been calculated that 25 % of relevant 
papers are published by 2 % of all scholars in the field and 50 % of papers by only 
10 % of them (Lohmar 1967: 43). This image of the excellence of the expert is 
rather elitist and no longer feasible in a democracy. Political advice is democra-
tized for two reasons:

•	 The experts are no longer lone wolves, the advisers need advice and help from 
hundreds of assistants.

•	 The politicians who receive the advice can use it only when they also have 
hundreds of little experts in their staffs who translate the scientific papers into 
politically feasible propositions. Political advisors have modernized: they have 
developed from the role of a ‘court clown’ to a highly technocratic ‘think tank’ 
(Böhret in: Fisch/Rudloff 2004: 379). In the United States alone about 1,500 
think tanks have been counted (Althaus/Meier 2004: 49).

10.2 The Place of Scientific Advice in the Decision-making System
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If young people study political science they must think of their future profes-
sion. In my institute I always ask the students on the introductory course about 
their visions of future work:

•	 60 % aim for the media,
•	 20 % see interest groups, parties and parliaments as a source of employment,
•	 10 % aim for international organizations and the diplomatic service.

I am old enough to know that this self-image of students does not always work 
out:

•	 roughly 20 % get into the media,
•	 many of them end up in private enterprise,
•	 10 % will teach ‘civics’ in schools,
•	 a small minority will fail because of over-production in the field and drive taxis 

or run a gas station (this happens more frequently among American PhDs than 
Central European ones).

Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that, judging by their professional desires, many 
students of political science are prepared to work in the field of ‘political advice’ 
in political or international institutions.

10.3  The Predicament of Policy Advisors: Incomplete 
Knowledge in Transformation Processes

The greater a social event, the less we know how to handle the crisis. Knowledge 
is especially incomplete in times of transformation, as in the case of 1989 when 
Communism collapsed. Experts from abroad lost their expertise on the arcana 
imperii of Communism overnight. They failed to predict the collapse, and those 
who predicted some kind of disintegration offered the wrong reasons: war between 
China and the Soviet Union (Amalrik), ethnic strife (Carrère d’Encausse). Ethnic 
strife happened, but only after the Soviet Union proved to be unable to hold the 
Empire economically together. It is noteworthy that most of the former kremlin-
ologists no longer played an important role in East European studies after the tran-
sition to democracy.

•	 In economics the most abstract and ideological experts like the Chicago boys 
were invited. They had no knowledge of the country, but were stubbornly 
convinced their advice was good for Poland, since it was good for Chile. 
Balcerowicz was even fairly successful. New systems of flat tax seemed to stand 
a chance and contributed to the growth of budding democracies.

•	 There was a dynamics of transformation, but hardly a strategy, because there 
was no experience of how to handle the collapse of two dozen states. Moreover, 
constitution-building had experts, but there were hardly any experts to give 
advice on changing two things at the same time: the political and the economic 
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system. There was hardly any precedent in history for a non-revolutionary 
change of both systems.

In the international arena Communist leaders sometimes suspected that the 
American secret service had a master plan for bringing the Socialist countries 
under Western rule. Nothing like that came to light. Kohl managed reunification in 
the way Machiavelli described successful politicians:

•	 Kohl had virtù (virtue). Germany had a chancellor who was an old-fashioned 
patriot. There was more of this in Poland, but in West Germany it was rare: as 
a historian and political scientist, a graduate of my own Institute in Heidelberg, 
Kohl wanted reunification and was ready to risk something for the allegedly 
‘flourishing landscapes’ he hoped to create. In the international field he had for-
tuna (good luck), because of the crisis in the Soviet Union. Incredible things 
happened: Germany was reunified. Nobody wanted it—with one exception, 
President George Bush senior. Mitterand and Thatcher, our closest allies, grudg-
ingly accepted it, because they did not want the European Community to pay 
for the reconstruction of the GDR.

•	 Kohl internally created a kind of ‘necessità’ (necessity). This meant for our 
neighbours and West Germany: we have to accede to German reunification, 
since otherwise the support of a democratic GDR will be costly and West 
Germany would have very limited influence. As the liberal leader Lambsdorff 
put it, “we cannot allow the East Germans to play a little bit of Communism on 
our expenses”. Reunification was systematically miscalculated. Experts warned 
that reunification would cost 100 billion euros. The truth was that the costs 
amounted to 100 billion euros for Europe every year!

What happened to the former experts in transition countries?

1. The former experts in the respective countries who were not simply teaching 
Marxism-Leninism—and losing their expertise overnight—were overbur-
dened. My colleagues from the Moscow Academy Institute of State and Law 
under Gorbachev and Yeltsin complained that continuous work was impossi-
ble. Every day there was an urgent demand from the President’s office:

•	 one day, how does the French semi-presidential system function?
•	 next day, it was American federalism or the German constitutional court or 

Germany’s industrial relations;
•	 another day it was a comparison of West European electoral laws or a study of 

the Swedish ombudsman. There was a touching scene when one of Yeltsin’s 
great enemies, Chasbulatov (1992), taught a constitutional committee at the 
Duma about the differences between parliamentary and presidential systems.

Gorbachev was impatient and complained in his famous speech that the advi-
sors did not offer good advice, but ‘preferred to write papers in the style of 
toasts to good health’. But how could it have been otherwise, since for 70 years 
the experts had been fettered by ideology and controlled by the party? Even 

10.3 The Predicament of Policy Advisors
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Gorbachev, in spite of his new thrust, stuck to the typical communist manner of 
explaining failure:

•	 no structural analysis,
•	 but rather a search for motivational failures and culprits among defectors, 

defeatists and traitors.

In times of transformation linear causality sometimes is not applicable. Chaos 
theories and theories of catastrophes might be more appropriate. But they have 
been used only in limited fields, such as environmental policy (Böhret 1993).

Germany underwent a partial transformation—the transformation of the former 
GDR. The government had incomplete knowledge about the state of the art in East 
German society and incomplete experience of the comparative politics of transi-
tion to democracy. Therefore, from 1990 to 1994, the federal government financed a 
‘Committee on Social and Political Change’ (KSPW). I was a member of its steering 
committee. We produced a lot of good papers and recommendations. Soon we were 
allowed to publish them, which demonstrated to us that no ‘secret classified knowl-
edge’ was suspected. Our work had some scientific value but the government soon 
lost interest in so much ‘specialized knowledge’. The institution, welcomed by the 
media to great acclaim in 1990, petered out, almost unnoticed by the public, in 1994.

Sometimes Western scholars were asked for advice. Could we be sure that the 
best Western institutions would function under Russian conditions? The German 
politicians of the late 1940s sometimes followed their intuition. Ludwig Erhard, 
the famous father of the economic miracle, leapt into monetary reform. All the 
international advisors thought that this was premature. He did it, and he was suc-
cessful. Theodor Heuss, who was to be elected as the first German federal presi-
dent, was frequently quoted in parliamentary debates for having said in May 
1949: ‘Whether the constitutional lawyers will be satisfied with our decisions will 
interest us later when they write their commentaries. The experts will criticize us 
because they are pedants of perfection on paper—whereas we are actors in a polit-
ical process.’ (12th BT 30. 6.1994: 20962 B).

10.4  Conclusions: The Future of Policy Advice in 
Democracies

In spite of the above-mentioned predicaments, the future of policy advice is not 
bleak. There are increasing functions for policy advisors:

1. Scholarly advice serves as an early warning system. There are hundreds of 
councils trying to anticipate problems which have to be regulated.

2. Advisors sometimes serve as mediators in a conflict between state agencies and 
social organizations and interest groups.

3. Advising bodies serve as a control for decisions which have already been made. 
The problem of incomplete knowledge is met by new institutions of evaluation. 
Our incomplete knowledge about the subject we regulate leads to new forms of 
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policy advice ex post facto. Evaluation involves scholars. Many laws contain 
already special restrictive clauses: there is increasingly sunset legislation. Laws 
are valid only for a short time, or laws require a report by a committee of advi-
sors after 2, 3 or 5 years.

On the other hand, we have to be prepared that not everything we know and 
that political science recommends will be implemented. Even if politicians have 
full knowledge of how to deal with a question, they sometimes ignore that advice 
for a number of extra-scientific reasons:

1. A decision is not accepted by the majority of the people. Lawyers sometimes 
hide their misgivings behind public opinion polls. A deputy in a debate on 
liberalizing the prescriptions on homosexuality quoted a famous professor of 
penal law and argued: “law does not have the function of serving as a torch-
bearer of the sexual revolution” (5th BT. 9. 5. 1959: 12832 D). Sometimes 
unpopular decisions among parliamentarians are left to a referendum: the 
Danes declined in 1968 to lower the right to vote to the age of eighteen, the 
Swedes once declined to switch from driving on the left to driving on the right. 
After a couple of years, the parliaments decided and the people accepted it.

2. Ethics commissions reject a decision, such as liberalizing genetic technology.
3. A decision is necessary, but there is no financial or administrative possibility of 

implementing it. Some parliamentary laws can never be enforced. The German 
Greens managed to get a law against ‘rape in matrimonial relations’ passed. The 
rest of parliament consented, well knowing that there was hardly any possibility 
of controlling offenders. Symbolic politics can nevertheless be effective, because 
furious husbands may take the law as a reminder that their behaviour is unlawful.

4. A decision might be rational, but the deputies as well as the politicians are 
not aware of certain secondary consequences. This applies to many decisions 
in advanced technology or genetic technology. A recent case in Japan and 
Germany was the sudden decision to close down all the atomic power stations 
after the accident at Fukushima. In both countries, many awkward compro-
mises had to be introduced after this splendid all-embracing reform—so much 
hailed by the international media. We know from experience in policy advice 
that good scholars are not necessarily good advisers (Leitlinien 2010: 12ff). 
In addition to good ideas, the advisers need a lot of extra-scientific sensibil-
ity: a sense for good timing of advice and a good understanding of the logic 
of the political process. Sensibility for the fact that not only scholars but also 
politicians claim a right to normative explications of the advice they receive. 
Normative recommendations should be clearly distinguished from scientific 
insights.

There is no organization of political advice which can be generalized for all 
cases, but there are certain principles such as:

•	 distance,
•	 plurality,
•	 transparency,
•	 publicity.

10.4 Conclusions
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There are various types of advisory bodies, such as scholars or groups of schol-
ars who give advice to one ministry or to one party leader, councils of experts in 
certain fields, and ad hoc commissions for executive or parliamentary commis-
sions of enquiry. Distance and plurality is certainly less developed in advising one 
ministry than in parliamentary commissions of enquiry as a whole. Transparency 
is better in commissions of enquiry and publicity is more often abused in bilateral 
relations between scholars and politicians.

My final conclusion is this. The four principles, valid for most systems of par-
liamentary democracy and formulated for German political science by the acad-
emies of sciences, lead to the insight that a technocratic state in which politicians 
and experts form a kind of estate of ‘philosopher kings’ is a dream, and not even a 
desirable one!
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11.1  Introduction1

The term ‘political class’ on the European continent became a populist battle cry 
to express ‘Politikverdrossenheit’. The author of this contribution tries to assess 
the usefulness of the concept by empirical analysis. The decision-making aspect 
continues to be treated under the term ‘political elite’. Political class makes sense 
only in those aspects by which the ruling groups stabilise their organisations (the 
party state) and their income as a group. The tendency to lose ground is, however, 
compensated by increasing responsiveness. Political class as a notion is wider than 
the term elite because it includes also the backbenchers. On the other hand it is 
narrower because the political elite comprises actors beyond government and par-
liament, such as administrators, media agents and interest group leaders.

An examination of classical texts (Mosca 1953; Pareto/Vilfredo 1916, 1964, 
vol. 2) makes it clear that meaningful analysis of the term ‘political class’ is pos-
sible only under two conditions:

1. Modern analysis has had to accept the differentiation of spheres of society. 
Political class is not—as in a plutocracy or in the image of state monopoly 
capitalism—to be identified with the capitalist class. Though the political class 
tends to become increasingly similar to the economic elite in developing entre-
preneurial aspects, it is functionally differentiated from economic leadership. 
Max Weber was more realistic in this analysis than the Italian school from 
Mosca to Michels.

2. Political class as a concept for modern analysis has to focus on the party organ-
isation aspect. Modern parties should not be analysed under the label of ‘con-
spiracy’—as if a ruling elite used party or caucus, or as Ostrogorski and Weber 

1 This text was first published by Klaus von Beyme as “The Concept of Political Class: A New 
Dimension of Research on Elites?” In: Carlo Mongardi (ed.): Gaetano Mosca, scienza politica e 
regime rappresentativo nell’età contemporanea. Rome, Bulzoni, 1995: 153–177. The permission 
to republish this text was granted by Carlo Mongardi on 3 June 2013.

Chapter 11
The Concept of Political Class: A New 
Dimension of Research on Elites?

K. von Beyme, Klaus von Beyme, SpringerBriefs on Pioneers in Science and Practice 14, 
DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-01535-4_11, © The Author(s) 2014
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prefer to argue—as an instrument to subjugate the ignorant masses. Whereas 
Mosca and Pareto neglected the party aspect, Michels overemphasised it. The 
bogey man ‘party’ was analysed -in contrast to Weber—out of proportion 
to other fields of political relevance. If political class is identified with some 
underlying social stratum—plutocracy or some other group—the question of 
coherence is shifted to another level. If, however, the parties and other institu-
tions are recognised as the essence of the rule of governing class, we have to 
explain how parties opposed to each other in government and opposition can be 
considered as parts of a single ruling class.

Modern systems theory developed the idea that since the French Revolution 
politics was split into ideological camps. There were always two aspects of the 
political situation, institutionalised in government and opposition. The secondary 
codes of the parties are not social reality, but there are ideological perceptions of 
political realities and therefore they are mutually interdependent. One could try to 
ontologise these interdependent beliefs of a political class. This would, however, 
exclude ideological civil war. The idea of a binary code applies only to systems 
which are no longer endangered by revolutions and coups d’etat, in which the 
opposition regularly and grudgingly accepts the victory of the government party. 
This type of elite has been dubbed a ‘consensual unified elite’, characterised by the 
willingness of most or all influential persons to sacrifice partisan interests in order 
to preserve existing institutions where the two conflict (Highly et al. 1976). The 
older elite theorists thought of elites as a much more unified group. The fact that 
most members of a political class in making innovative decisions—not in routine 
decisions—normally implement only their second choice in order to preserve the 
rules of the game of the existent order was underrated by both Mosca and Pareto.

Thus the problem of proving the coherence of a political class is less difficult 
than in the older theories of political class. The task is made unnecessarily dif-
ficult if one follows an analyst of Mosca’s work such as Meisel (1958) who pro-
posed the ‘C-formula’ which overrates the coherence of a political class more 
than Mosca or Pareto themselves ever did. The characteristics of a political class 
according to Meisel were ‘consciousness, coherence and conspiracy’. This last 
term was watered down in the German translation, authorised by the author, to 
Zusammenarbeit, which would mean only ‘cooperation’. The C-formula has been 
widely attacked as not being in tune with Mosca’s and Pareto’s intentions. Even 
so, the formula could still be examined according to the criterion of its applicabil-
ity to the problem: if we discard the misleading notion of ‘conspiracy’ the three 
elements hint at the two levels which have to be used in order to demonstrate the 
existence of a political class:

•	 What is the political class?
•	 What does the political class do?

The first question seems to aim at a concept of elite, the second at a concept of 
political class. Research, however, has hardly taken these terminological clarifica-
tions into account, and ‘elite’ is used to cover both aspects.
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For the first question the term ‘elite’ has prevailed, for the second question 
‘political class’ has been used (Kadushin 1968). This division has not convinced 
all researchers. Elite structure and policy output have been studied predominantly 
without the use of the concept ‘political class’. The typology this author would 
rather postulate is that of a close connection between the concept of political elite 
and a theory of political action. In America the term ‘elite’ was sometimes consid-
ered ‘static’. Behaviouralist authors (Welsh 1979: 17) therefore preferred the term 
‘leadership’ for more dynamic investigations. Leadership as a basic concept was 
less popular in Europe. It was used, however, to explore the relationship between 
elites and non-elites. A matrix (see Fig. 11.1) could exemplify divergences and 
overlappings between the two concepts ‘elite’ and ‘political class’. On the X axis, 
approaches of action theory and structural system’s theory are shown. On the Y 
axis, the predominant interests of leadership groups are identified. In the second 
field of the matrix both concepts tend to overlap, and in terms of recruitment and 
professionalisation both offer an almost identical field of research. The following 
four differences between elite and political class can be stated:

1. Elite is the broadest idea employed in leadership research. It also comprises 
economic, cultural and media elites as far as they influence the political pro-
cess. Only in some respects does the term ‘elite’ seem to be narrower. Political 
class encompasses all those politicians who participate in the privileges of 
the elite—even if they have only a minor importance for the decision-making 
process.

 A political elite is the group which predominantly produces decisions bind-
ing for the whole political system—even against resistance from the economic 
and social subsystems of the community. A political elite has to cooperate with 
other elite sectors in order to maintain its steering capacity. The political class, 
on the contrary, can rarely cooperate with other sectors in order to broaden its 
privilege structure, for it can count only on the passive tolerance of the vot-
ers and other elite sectors. This is the main reason why tendencies of ‘losing 
ground’ (Verselbständigungstendenzen) grow in modern democracies. As 
soon as a new scandal is uncovered, the media elites and the leaders of inter-
est groups tend to blame the political class for its uncontrolled actions. Only 
the economic elites are less concerned because they know that the rewards 
and privileges of the political class are still small compared with their own. A 
political elite acts on behalf of a third party, the public. Its main interest lies in 
maintaining steering capacity. The political class, on the other hand, is self-ref-
erential: it develops interests only on behalf of itself. The political class needs 
a certain autonomy from its electors. But it compensated for the impression of 
being aloof from the interests of the public by responsiveness.

 The political class develops its autonomy via decisions on the periphery of the 
decision-making process (laws on the remuneration of politicians and party 
finance), and in strengthening its own influence in other spheres of society 
by penetration of the leadership positions in the public mass media and in the 

11.1 Introduction
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realm of the state economy. There is, however, a personal union between the 
members of the two groups. But the political class cannot mobilise the voters 
for a decision on its privileges as the political elite can mobilise voters to make 
important decisions in various policy arenas.

IV. decision-making approach, 
network analysis

III. Non-decision-making approach

Fig. 11.1  The focus of the concepts ‘political class’ and political elites
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2. The political class thus also comprises the backbenchers who are only mar-
ginally involved in the important political decisions. In the elite, on the other 
hand, backbenchers play a minor role because of the hierarchy in the decision-
making process. Although backbenchers play a secondary role in the deci-
sion-making process, they are frequently the driving force behind measures to 
secure the privileges of an almost ‘egalitarian’ political class. Elites are mainly 
motivated by power interests, a political class is motivated by interests of eco-
nomic and social security for itself. The members of a political class therefore 
resist hierarchies. In parliamentary groups of many continental countries it is 
still extremely difficult to violate the egalitarian principle so as to secure extra 
benefits for the leadership groups in the hierarchy of political elites, such as 
leaders of parliamentary groups or chairpersons of parliamentary committees. 
The classe dirigeante is part of the classe politica, but not the other way round. 
Political elites are identified by network analysis as a centre of decision-mak-
ing, whereas the political class can be identified by the old-fashioned positional 
approach. The concept of a continental ‘party state’ is the main instrument of 
securing privileges for the political class. Party studies are therefore still more 
important than the study of elite decisions.

3. The changes in recruitment and socialisation of both leadership groups are mainly 
a product of unsteered social development. The parties try to steer this process by 
quota and recruitment guidelines in the constituencies, usually with little success. 
Even if they were successful the benefits of elite decisions for the voters would 
count more than improving the social representativeness of the leadership groups.

 The political class comprises the oppositional parties as long as they do not aim 
at ‘another republic’, that is to say, remain loyal to the constitutional system.

 It secures its cohesion mainly via the party state. Political elites are bound together 
by the rules of the parliamentary game. The folk-ways of parliamentary government 
also have, however, an important influence on the cohesion of the political class via 
a shared ethic of the ‘right honourables’. Therefore the tendencies of ‘cooperative 
parliamentarian-ism’ and co-government of the opposition have to be studied in 
continental party states in order to show the growing cohesion of the political class.

4. Research on elite and political class varies in method. The study of the ‘party 
state’ was rarely included in examinations of elites (Field I). The positional 
method (Field II) proved to be the most economic type of research. It identified 
elites with official offices. But decision-making studies show that many impor-
tant decision makers do not hold formal office. The positional method has been 
more useful for defining the political class, those who participate in the privi-
leges of government, parliament and top administrators.

The reputational method (Field III) completes the finding of the positional 
approach. Each method works with simplifications. Even the actors, when inter-
viewed, work with simplifications. No interest group can influence every elite 
member or even bribe it. Nevertheless, they are successful in finding out the 
important actors with whom they cooperate-also applying a kind of reputational 
method. The classics like Mosca (1953) were vague in the figures they offered. 

11.1 Introduction
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Mosca sometimes mentioned ‘a dozen’ and sometimes a ‘hundred’ politicians. 
Reputational studies tend to be more precise, even if they sometimes tend to be 
pseudo-exact, when for instance they come to the conclusion that in the USA there 
are 876, in Australia 746 and in Germany 799 leaders involved in a broader circle 
(Highly 1991: 35ff). But for the study of the density of networks these figures are 
important. Network analysis, in a second step, came to inner circles (Australia 11—
USA 32). Business and media elites in these core elites were under-represented, 
and trade union elites proved to be important only in the German case (this was, 
however, the artefact of the SPD. government then in power). The more network 
analysis was related to decision-making, the more interest groups formed a part of 
the core elites. In a pluralist system the core was sometimes found to be ‘hollow’ 
(Heinz et al. 1990) which tended to distort the reality. Institutional studies therefore 
had to correct the finding, via a reputational method and by network analysis.

The decision-making approach (Field IV) was decisive for the search of the 
political elite. It was, however, also combined with the reputational approach. 
Restrictions in the political system, which impede every attempt to steer the 
whole society, forced students of elites to develop the non-decision-making 
approach. It proved to be important not only to ask ‘what does the political elite 
do?’ but also what it does not do (Bachrach/Baratz 1970: 44). Leftists preferred 
this approach. They no longer adhered to a simple Marxist ascendancy theory. But 
on the question ‘what does the ruling class do when it rules? (Therborn 1980) the 
answer tended to end up with a truism. Essentially, it reproduces the economic, 
political and ideological conditions of its domination. There was a hidden tele-
ological view on history: history aims at socialism. The political class, however, 
seeks to impede this ‘natural development’. The results thus tended to be tauto-
logical. It stands to reason that capitalists do not aim at socialism. In times of 
autopoetic systems theory, we are more prepared to believe that no system tends 
to develop a new order contrary to the basic rules of its functioning. The non-
decision-making approach is relevant only when it is not restricted to great con-
troversies (Sartori 1987: 141–176). It is fruitful, however, only when it transcends 
descriptive studies of single decisions. In comparisons of a few routine decisions 
no coherent interest of the actors has been found (Laumann/Knoke 1987: 383) 
Miscalculated strategies and ‘unholy coalitions’ can operate against the well-
understood interest of single interests within the status quo. Only comparisons of 
a sufficiently large number of innovative decisions avoid the fallacy of premature 
conclusions on non-decisions.

11.2  Empirical Evidence for the Existence of a Politial 
Class

If we examine again the characteristics of what social class is, and second what it 
does, we should look first at the tendency towards the social homogenisation of 
the political class.
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11.2.1  Social Homogenisation

In some respects the term political class belongs to a pre-democratic oligarchic 
society, to a period when a mixture of the old democratic society and the new 
bourgeoisie ran the state. The homogeneity of this elite did not correspond with 
the period of latent civil war in the first half of the twentieth century. In devel-
oped democracies the distinctions between class and elite interest became more 
apparent. The period of classical modern times was characterised by a stalemate of 
asymmetrical elites: the bourgeois elites predominating in the state, and the work-
ing class elite which was usually confined to a veto role and only occasionally 
won a hegemonic position, as in Scandinavia. In post-modern times the elite struc-
ture developed similarities with the pre-modern conditions of a political class:

1. Ideological divisions played a secondary role.

2. The social background of elites became more homogenous. Neither the older 
upper classes nor the working class were a major ground of recruitment. 
Middle-class civil servant elites held a strong position, and they were social-
ised in the feeling that political elites live not only ‘for’ politics but also ‘on’ 
politics. According to empirical studies even the voters have modernised their 
perceptions. The connection between social background and representatives has 
weakened, and the majority of voters found the recruitment of deputies from 
their own social group no longer as important as in former times (Herzog et al. 
1990: 56).

3. Education in the pre-democratic era was at the root of the main gap between 
the elites and the non-elites. The differences have now been levelled down. 
The functional differentiation of educated elites, however, gave many oppor-
tunities to the educated, and politics became rather an unusual field of activ-
ity for the cultural elites. In times of rapid démocratisation, after 1945 in 
the former Fascist countries, in the 1970s in Southern Europe, and recently 
after 1989 in the ex-socialist countries, the intellectuals played a certain role 
in the first cadres of democratic elites. But this impact withered away very 
quickly.

 Political elites today are more educated than in former periods. Mosca 
and other elitist thinkers had hoped that education would be a condition of 
elite recruitment. Some of this wishful thinking has been realised in mod-
ern democracies. Education for political elites also plays a greater role than 
in the pre-democratic political class. Homogenisation of the political elite 
has increased in modern meritocracy. The socialisation and education pat-
terns of the political camps, conservative or Christian democratic parties 
and social democrats, in many respects grew more alike (von Beyme 1974: 
51ff).

4. Professionalism of political elites is increasing in most countries. One third of 
parliamentary elites have only had political experiences. The number of years 
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in a profession are declining in most continental countries (Kaack 1988: 131) 
and even slowly in Britain. With social democratic governments professional-
ism appeared to increase more quickly than in times of Christian democratic 
rule in Germany (Armingeon 1986: 25–40). But professionalisation has many 
aspects. The indicator of the number of years in professions versus full-time 
political activities is only a very superficial one. There are others, for instance, 
the inclination to stay in politics: even after resignation from the highest office 
the members of political elites remain in the political class in a broader sense. 
Horizontal mobility has grown—not so much between politics and economics 
as it exists in the USA, but between political administrative and quasi-political 
activities in interest groups.

 Professionalism can be shown in the career perceptions. Specialisation in one 
or two policy fields leads to more substantial knowledge than was the case for 
the older unprofessional elites. The books politicians write may not always 
meet scientific standards, but they are much more substantial than in the 1950s.

 The voters in the process of selection of candidates usually prefer politicians 
who have some standing in a reputed profession. The tendency to increase 
remuneration for deputies is the most unpopular issue. By way of growing 
responsiveness, however, professional politicians can compensate for their lack 
of professional experience: Chancellor Kohl, a professional politician since 
obtaining his doctorate in political science and without substantial professional 
experience, shows that his organisational talent, the main virtue of which was 
conflict management both within his party, CDU, and with the Bavarian CSU 
as well as the FDP, was more important than professional experience and spe-
cialist knowledge.

If parties fail on many counts, such as interest representation and concept for-
mation, they are certainly more efficient than ever in performing the recruit-
ment function. Non-party politicians have hardly a chance. Even in Ireland 
they declined where they were most common after 1945. The German Federal 
Constitutional Court intervened on behalf of a non-party candidate. Such action 
did not stop the trend of professionalisation of party politicians. A double pro-
fessionalisation is required in order to win a seat: in politics and in party poli-
tics. Nonprofessional politicians are ridiculed as dilettantes. This was quite 
obvious when the new elites from the former GDR entered the Bundestag 
and when the state parliaments were constituted in East Germany. The West 
German press was full of disdain for the ‘lay actors’ on the Eastern political 
scene.

 The professionalism of the political class varies according to different types 
such as (Panebianco 1982):
•	 managers
•	 notables
•	 representative bureaucrats
•	 staff professionals
•	 crypto-professionals (in parastate institutions)
•	 semi-professionals (parliamentary staff)
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 In northern Europe some of these types are rarer than in the south. Where there 
is an ideological tradition of modernising socialist and communist parties, 
the ‘administrative intellectual’ plays a role (Fraser 1976) which is rare in the 
pragmatic Social Democratic and Labour parties of the north. But even with-
out differentiation of the various kinds of ‘organisation man’, in most countries 
professionalisation is on the increase and creates various blends of political 
leaders and professionals which helps to forge the coherence and success of the 
political class.

5. With professionalisation, types of income are becoming more similar for the 
political class. In times of a strong influence of Marxian thought on the the-
ory of stratification there was a great reluctance to identify elite with class, 
or to accept the concept of a ‘political class’. There is, however, little obsta-
cle to this identification in the original Marxian concept of class. Towards the 
end of Das Kapital, in his analysis of class, Marx classified classes on the 
basis of a “Dieselbigkeit der Revenuen ûnd Revenuequellen” (identity of rev-
enues and sources of income) (Marx 1968: 893) Max Weber distinguished 
Erwerbsklassen (according to the criterion of income) and Besitzklassen 
(according to the criterion of possessions). With the growing welfare state the 
transfers have increasing importance. Versorgungsklassen (classes accord-
ing to the extent they receive public transfer payments) have been added. All 
these classifications, according to revenue sources, are typical for this group, 
especially with growing professionalisation. Political elites combine increasing 
income—they are the only group which fixes its own share of the state budget 
by simple parliamentary decision—with prospects of good pensions after leav-
ing politics and with many related privileges. Since at least a third of the depu-
ties are civil servants, they are the only group which makes sure that there is no 
career break during their active involvement in politics. Civil servants can not 
only rejoin their former service but in many countries resume office under con-
ditions of a normal career advancement.

6. There are some differences in the means of information available to the party 
segments. Government party members have easier access to information from 
the ministerial bureaucracies of ‘their’ respective party members in ministe-
rial offices. But in Germany even the Green party which at one time consid-
ered itself as a kind of ‘fundamental opposition’ had numerous contacts with 
civil servants (Puhe/Würzberg 1989: 80). The real difference lies rather in the 
amount of substantial information the deputies of government parties or oppo-
sitional parties obtain from these contacts.

7. Lifestyles of the political class are becoming more alike. The differences in life-
styles in the bourgeois and social democratic parties vary in Western democra-
cies. In Britain they tend to be substantial, in Germany they are minimal. The 
living conditions of a small unattractive capital such as Bonn have not facili-
tated the differentiation of lifestyles. The members of the political class until 
1991 rather cultivated their regional images, and the houses and the middle 
class lifestyle of their families are on the whole comparable across the parties.

11.2 Empirical Evidence for the Existence of a Politial Class
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11.2.2  Political Class: What It Does: Tendencies of 
Separation from the Non-Elites

Political class as a concept was coined in a pre-democratic era. Parliamentary 
government was dominated by highly elitist cliques without clearly structured 
parties. The trasformismo period facilitated the Mosca type of criticism and pes-
simism. With democratisation of the political systems the elites have become 
more responsive. This might contradict the possibility of an increasing separa-
tion of the political class from the non-elites or voters, but it does not. The con-
cepts of elites or political class were deeply shaped by the experience that the 
normal citizen does not much care for politics. Michels (1989: 42ff) went fur-
thest in arguing that there was a Führungsbedürfnis (a need to be led) by the 
masses. The period of classical modernity in political theory, however, was still 
on the mobilising side: the inclusion of more and more citizens was the aim. 
Social movements no longer aimed at a complete takeover of power, as they 
had in the nineteenth century, but they were prepared to win their due share of 
power. Politics became less compartmentalised. Competition for the coats of the 
new middle classes became fiercer. Responsiveness towards the needs of smaller 
groups grew. Nevertheless tendencies of organisational separation from the non-
elites were growing.

1. Participation has shifted in a post-modern society. Political entrepreneurs are 
becoming more important. The ‘resources approach’ to social movements does 
not take ideologies and movements for granted, but asks how single success 
stories of organisation can be explained among thousands of failures to organ-
ise a movement (McCarthy/Zald 1977: 1212ff). The most important resources 
which decide on success or failure are available leaders, organisational know-
how and fund-raising capacities:

2. Even the counter-elites in the new social movements follow the same pattern 
of development. Cycles of overproduction of intelligentsia create the neces-
sary counter-elites. It is not by chance that most of these German leaders 
were unemployed teachers or social workers and other intellectuals who were 
‘blocked spiralists’. The ‘new class’ of cultural elites is partly blocked by the 
old party elites. The new ones tend to be either Aufsteiger or Aussteiger, those 
who adapt to the old machines but propagate ideas of new politics; and those 
who leave the traditional political arena of the established parties and enter new 
progressive movements (Feist/Liepelt 1983: 94).

 Theories of the new middle classes, seen in the light of new cleavages, have 
been linked to a theory of the ‘new class’, value structures which, deviating 
from the predominant paradigm of a growth economy, are used as a criterion 
for class divisions to replace the old economic characteristics of income, pro-
fessional activities, and conditions of life. There will be objections to this kind 
of typology of class divisions, unless these ‘classes’ prove themselves when 
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confronted with the organisational needs of movements. There is, for instance, 
a difference between technocratic specialists running their machines and the 
new movements which try to protect their clientele against the dominating tech-
nostructure and work for their autonomy (Kriesi 1989: 1078ff).

 Comparisons of organisational cultures of elites and counter-elites over time 
show, however, that even the new class cannot prevent being permeated by the 
organisational imperatives of the political class dominant in the system.

 The new counter-elite has been compared in its behaviour to the socialist elites 
at the end of the nineteenth century. There are superficial similarities: the new 
oppositions regularly oppose the state budget. In Germany, the new opposi-
tion quickly got involved and started a policy of amending laws and budgets. 
The federalist structure of Germany gave them early access to power. The first 
Green minister wore his jogging shoes when taking his oath in parliament. The 
second time he took his oath in the Land of Hesse he came in a dark suit. The 
third time he wore already a tie. The acceleration of integration is a striking 
feature of post-modern politics. It is facilitated by elites which come from the 
same middle class strata as the established elites.

 Oddly enough, the anarcho-syndicalist organisation ideology of the new move-
ments strengthens the party bureaucrats. Michels had predicted that the party 
bureaucrats would be the new oligarchs who run the big machines. In this he 
was wrong for most parties. Only for the libertarian movements was he cor-
rect. Because the deputies were subject to the rotation principle and the party 
and parliamentary group bureaucrats did not rotate their power in the way 
Michels had predicted. Michels (1989: 340) had also predicted that the anar-
chist movements would create new types of oligarchies. He was taking issue 
with Ostrogorski whose remedy was the battle cry for caucus dictatorship: “à 
bas les partis, vivent les ligues!”

 Michels saw correctly that even loose anarchist leagues would create the func-
tional equivalent of oligarchy in the traditional parties. The room of manoeuvre 
for prominent Green deputies was kept narrow. They were humiliated at party 
meetings and subjected to permanent control. The insecurity of parliamentary 
elites in the name of democracy led to the rule of bureaucratic agents in the 
central apparatus of the Green Party.

3. Political competition for votes is increasingly commercialised by the political 
class. In the United States there are few campaign activities which are planned 
by a party as a whole. Individual campaigners may get help from commercial 
experts and managers. In Europe, where the party and its bureaucratic struc-
ture plays a greater role, campaign managers from outside the parties are hardly 
thinkable. But there are experts within the parties. Even if they are recruited 
from commercial institutes they are active within the party. Reliance on the 
expertise of pollsters is quite common, but pollsters close to the centre of power 
are a new development (Hofmann 1991).

 Campaign managers are increasingly professionals and familiar with the organ-
isational life of the party. They are usually employees of the party or come 
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from some agency which was founded by the party. The commercialisation of 
party expenditure is usually still restricted to the central party level and has not 
yet reached the level of the individual deputies to the same extent as in America 
(Landfried 1994: 297). Since many European systems have still some kind of 
public service television, the candidates do not have to buy television time as 
in America. This also limits the trend to commercialisation. But compared with 
former periods, the political class is also shaped by the dependence on consult-
ants and campaign managers which unifies the working conditions in all the 
parties and leads them to conclude electoral agreements for a limited inter-party 
warfare.

4. A notable trend in the development of democracies is the étatisation of 
party finances. Germany was a forerunner and tried to cover the costs of 
party democracy to excess. The Constitutional Court had to limit this prac-
tice to the refunding of costs for electoral campaigns. Many European coun-
tries from Sweden to Italy have followed the example. In newer democracies, 
such as Spain, the proportion of state funds in party finances is even higher 
than in Germany, where it amounts only to half of revenues in election years 
(von Beyme 1985: 206). Even France gave up its resistance to public financ-
ing of parties, and only Britain still resists the universal trend of étatisation. 
The Anglo-Saxon tradition preferred to help party organisation in an indirect 
way by exempting donations to parties partly from the tax bill. Some coun-
tries, such as Germany, tried to combine the best of two worlds and went far in 
both: American tax subsidies as well as direct subsidies to parties from the state 
budget.

 Public funding of parties leading to the strengthening of a political class is rel-
evant in several ways: on the one hand the parties develop an interest in com-
mon. In case of being summoned to the Constitutional Court German party 
treasurers usually agree in preliminary meetings in advance what they are going 
to declare and which figures they disclose. Certain clauses in the laws which 
regulate party finances were virtually written by the cartel of treasurers. Even 
the party elites had hardly any insight into increasingly complex regulations 
and the systems of calculation.

 With growing public subsidies, the parties are less dependent on membership 
subscriptions with growing public subsidies. The independence of the political 
class from its voters is fostered by this development. The paying morale of the 
party members is weak and the party organisation is not compelled to enforce 
the regular contributions. Only few clauses—as in Germany—bind the state 
subsidies to the level of mobilising efforts of the parties. Only the introduction 
of some kind of matching funds could stop this process.

 Another aspect of the growing independence of the political class is the devel-
opment of a ‘rifle type’ of private donations. Many businesses no longer choose 
to donate to the party as a whole but select individual deputies and influential 
policy-makers or party factions. Thus the connection between donations and 
political favours in exchange is becoming closer, sometimes near to corruption, 



157

as recent financing scandals such as those by the Flick enterprise, have shown. 
Some observers even spoke of capitalization to characterise this process.

 Where a party foundation receives public funds, as in the Netherlands and 
Germany, étatisation has another dimension. The new rebel elite of the Greens 
fought against the privileges of the party foundation. But the watch–dog itself 
was corrupted when the Constitutional Court decided in 1986 on an action by 
the Greens against global subsidies to the party foundations, that the complaint 
was irrelevant because the Green party was not damaged in its rights since it 
had no foundation. One Green speaker has correctly stated that this judgment 
sounded like an ‘invitation to corruption’.

5. A further trend to create a unified political class is the move to cooperative 
parliamentarianism and the development of ‘co-government’ of the opposi-
tion. Kirchheimer once criticised the ideologically faceless catch-all parties. 
Nostalgia for class conflict was not reflected in the party system, even though 
it dominated the discussion on parties in the late 1960s and 1970s. Even in 
Italy the semi-fundamental opposition of the Communists normally carried 
three-quarters of the legislation with the governing Christian Democrats. Even 
where an opposition would prefer to vote against a government bill it some-
times cannot, because it would be blamed by the government and voters for 
the failure of the bill, and using obstructive parliamentary tactics—even out-
side parliament the members of the political class co-operate permanently. 
Especially in Germany, proportional arrangements for most boards of man-
agement and supervisory bodies, even in the media, are ritualised and create 
permanent contacts among politicians from various parties. This informal co-
operation strengthens the coherence of a political class.

6. The policy arenas ‘organise’ co-operation with the political class in a wider sense. 
In the United States, researchers long ago discarded the idea of a political class 
identified with representative functions of politicians. Iron triangles in decision-
making—in which state officials co-operate with deputies and interest group 
agents—show that there is not one clearly discernible political class for all issues. 
Various policy fields involve different actors. The location of a political class is 
somehow still linked to an old-fashioned concept of the state. It is frequently 
assumed that the political class ‘runs the state’. The division of private and public 
is maintained but the boundaries are increasingly blurred. This is not only so in 
corporatist systems, where the state delegates a good deal of public tasks to pri-
vate organisations. In non-corporatist systems, such as that of the United States, 
the ‘iron triangles’ are a functional equivalent of the blurring of borderlines 
between public and private, and empirical studies found no magnetic centre for 
the cohesion of policy-making structure. The network is also highly fragile. No 
government officials, as in corporate systems, try to smooth down the aspirations 
of individual actors. The elite network has been compared to an elliptical struc-
ture lacking a centre. The ‘core’ has proved to be hollow. In contrast, European 
researchers and corporatists still tend to locate some state agent as the coordinat-
ing actor. ‘Political class’ in this type of research is restricted to one arena. The 
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cohesion is upheld by communication: communication among influential takes 
place predominantly with the elites of adjacent interest groups, and they deal with 
their allies rather than with their adversaries. (Salisbury 1987: 1217) The theoreti-
cal approach to the co-operation has focused either on an etatist outlook which 
still assumes that state elites organise the co-operation in a corporatist system of 
exchange or else has classified the exchange relations and looked for the special 
features of political exchange. Generalised political exchange was made inde-
pendent of the institutional framework of the state.

The more simple exchange systems include:

•	 market exchange systems,
•	 conflictual exchange systems,
•	 representative exchange systems.

The more complex systems include:

•	 clientelist exchange systems,
•	 mediatory exchange systems,
•	 political exchange systems.

 Exchanges are called ‘political’ not because the participants involved are politi-
cal actors, such as parties or bureaucrats, nor because the resources exchanged 
are non-economic. The actors are fewer, and actors are less equal than in the 
economic sphere. The networks are not temporary but have a certain durabil-
ity. The political dimension implies that the relations are not just dyadic bar-
ter structures but triangular or even more complex exchange networks (Marin 
1990: 64). With such a wide concept of exchange relations the term ‘political 
class’ would seem to be under-complex. But in an empirical field situation the 
intermediation of political actors materialises to the extent that the role of elites 
or a political class is not a mystification.

11.3  Conclusion

Political class in many European countries has been loosely reintroduced at the 
popular level. Research, however, continues to be conducted under the heading of 
elites. The old conflict between Mosca and Pareto about the priority and feasibility 
of their theories can be continued in examining the usefulness of this concept. The 
easiest way out of this conflict would be to restrict

•	 elite to the static aspects. This concept is used when we ask ‘who are they’?
•	 Political class is connected to the more dynamic aspects of the problem when 

we ask the question ‘what do they do?’

A similar dichotomy was introduced in the American discussion:

•	 elites have been contrasted with
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•	 leadership. The behavioural revolution even tried to substitute the notion of 
leadership for the concern of elites. Leadership—in terms of action and judge-
ment about the results of action—was more measurable than the ‘qualities’ of 
an elite. This approach also appealed to behaviouralists. The study of leader-
ship was a similar move away from formal political positions, as was intended 
with the introduction of the term ‘political class’ after Pareto. Elites need not be 
leaders, and leaders do not necessarily belong to the elite in a formal constitu-
tional sense. Leadership, however, frequently focused in an old fashioned way 
on important figures in unusual situations. Leadership was also highly important 
in the field of symbolic politics, especially at times of elections. Party identifica-
tion and identification of voters with their leading candidates became an impor-
tant field of electoral research. Only the more psychological approaches sought 
to determine static properties of leadership. Generally the concept of leadership 
was used more to explore ‘what elites do’.

Political class has the virtue to be open to both:

•	 a static exploration of who they are,
•	 a dynamic analysis of what they do.

Objection to the application of the class concept became less important 
when the research on class lost its Marxist connotations on the European conti-
nent. Marx’s definition would not preclude speaking of a political class, if it 
can be shown that it refers to a coherent group living on politics and having the 
same types of income. Later developments of the class concept—including the 
Versorgungsklassen of modern analysis—suggests that ‘political class’ is not nec-
essarily a misnomer. In many fields evidence of coherence and cooperation can 
be shown which allow reference to a political class. The term makes sense in the 
I context of a contradiction: The more responsive democratic elites have to be, the 
more they constitute themselves into a separate class in order to meet the demands 
made on them. The more politics loses ground and ceases to be the steering mech-
anism of society, the more politicians resemble other elites, especially economic 
elites. What Max Weber called the Anstaltsbetrieb makes political organisation 
and economic production units increasingly similar.

Older elite theories from Mosca to Pareto underrated institutions. Later elite 
theories, from Ostrogorski to Michels, overrated the party bureaucrats. The older 
idea of political class was appropriate for a pre-democratic system in which a 
highly oligarchic parliamentary elite played an important role and used its organi-
sation as a substitute for political elites is now different. Still, there is no single 
class which recruits the political class in an organic way. On the contrary, the 
diversification of recruitment sources is growing. The balance between a bourgeois 
political class and the working class leadership which Pareto called demo-plutoc-
racy is withering away. Social background, education and lifestyles are becoming 
more alike in all parties, including those of socialists and social democrats.

Political class was intended by Mosca to preclude normative uses, although 
Pareto thought that this was much better achieved by his term, elite. Political class 
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in the recent context of changes does have a certain normative value. It measures 
the elites according to the yardstick of democratic elites which are only temporar-
ily delegated and are in constant communication with their voters. There are many 
tendencies in modern democracies which strengthen the separation of a political 
class from its basis, such as public financing of parties, monopolisation of political 
activities by the parties, the co-operation of government and opposition. Though 
scholars will try to avoid this normative dimension, the virtue of journalistic ref-
erences to the political class is that it reflects where this separation of an organ-
isational class from its basis should be counteracted in the name of democratic 
values. There are different concepts of elites or political classes. If we try to sche-
matise them in a matrix, some theories conceive the ruling minorities as a social-
structural unit, others look rather for a political acting group. If we relate these 
differences on one axis to two other perceptions—an elite as a group or as a coher-
ent set of people connected with each other through certain institutions, we get the 
overview given in Fig. 11.2.

The action-oriented approach postulates a more coherent group than the social-
structural ideas of an organised minority. In empirical studies, however, the politi-
cal action centres prove to be rather loosely structured. Sometimes the core proved 
to be hollow. In theories which try to explore the steering of whole political socie-
ties, such as the corporatist approach or the new abstraction of a generalised politi-
cal exchange, sometimes do not even require participation in elite action in order 
to count as belonging to relevant leading groups. In these models political class 
is a mere abstraction including both structural and action-oriented criteria. Work 
on a theory of the political class has not only to add the tendencies which hint at 
a growing independence of the political class from their voters. It has to use the 
‘method of disagreement’ as well, and to analyse those factors which show that 
there is greater connection between elites and masses. Growing issue-orientation 
of rational voters enforces more responsiveness on the part of the political elites. 
Paradoxically, however, the manifold processes which show that the gap between 
the political class and the democratic people is growing is no mere supposition. In 
functionalist terms one can argue: the more responsive elites have to be, the more 
necessary a certain autonomy of a political class from those who entrusted it with 
power becomes, precisely in order to meet the demands of those voters.

Social structure approach (asking 
what the ruling minority is)

A unit of political action (asking what 
the organised minority does)

Minority as a 
loose group

Elite (Pareto)
Capitalist Class (some Marxists) 
Plutocracy, Demo-plutocracy (Pareto)
Intellectuals (Gouldner)

political class (Mosca) leadership 
(Welsh)

Minority 
organised in an 
institution

classe dirigente (Pareto) Caucus 
(Ostrogorski, Weber) stratum of 
professional politicians (Weber)
party bureaucrats (Michels) -managers 
(Burnham)

power elite (Mills) Non-Decision Veto 
group (Bacharach, Therborn, Offe)

Fig. 11.2  Classification of elites. Source The author
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