Research workshop
Democratic participation: theoretical and empirical perspectives

Report
September 13-14, 2018
University of Zurich, Switzerland
In this DemocracyNet and DPDS research workshop, junior researchers gathered in Zurich on
September 13-14, 2018. The workshop aimed at engaging participants in interdisciplinary academic
discussions with other DPDS students, members of the association DemocracyNet, and other
researchers working in the field of democracy studies. The academic discussions was structured in five
panels, presenting a variety of approaches and issues regarding democratic participation, on which
each speaker received detailed and valuable feedback from their discussants and from all the
participants to the workshop. This workshop was additionally enriched with the public lecture “A return
to basic research in the study of democracy” from Jean-Paul Gagnon, who also held an exchange
session about creating, editing and running a peer-review journal. Besides, all participants were invited
to adopt an active role and to start thinking about projects and collaborations they would like to
develop with or without the association DemocracyNet.
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Panel I: Forms of political participation
Chair: Deborah Kalte
Christian Caspar, University of Zurich
Participation and the communicative morphology of democracy
Discussant: Victor Sanchez-Mazas
For my PhD-thesis I developed a conception of democratic participation with focus on what I call an
„inclusive communicative morphology“. Based on an epistemic understanding of democratic legitimacy
rooted in a pragmatic framework participation means not only inclusion in political decision-making in
the narrow sense of deciding and publicy justifying political decisions but also in the communicative
processes in which a shared perception of the nature of a common world is constructed and form which
social and political identities emerge. In other words: the scope of democratic public communication
goes beyond a deliberative exchange of reasons and perspectives in order to reach some form of
agreement in regard to robust political solutions for social problems. It rather contains as well all the
manifold flows of communication which produce, carry, reproduce, criticize and change knowledge and
interpretations (narratives) of a common world and convey subjective experiences and help transform
them into group identities.
These kind of discourses are relevant for democratic legitimacy because they constitute the „discursive
space“ within which, first, the public justification of political decisions (i.e. policy-discourses) take place,
that structures, second, the „context of discovery“ for social problems, the range of proposed, and the
consequences of implemented solutions and, third, affects reasons persuasive power as well as, fourth,
constitutes, organizes, and mobilizes political actors. Therefore participation in these processes of
communication seems an essential component to any legitimate communicative morphology of a
democracy.
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The suggested approach takes the idea of deliberative systems seriously and propose an entanglement
of normative political theory, critical discourse analysis, and counterpublic theories for specification. As
a crucial category of analysis appears a concept of „communicative power“ that allows to connect
normative principles with facts about the communicative morphology in a given society. So the goal is
to create an analytical framework in order to examine and judge normatively the changes in public
communication induced by commericialization and digitalization in light of democratic legitimacy as
well as to identify emancipatory potentials in the sense of opportunities of further democratization.
That is what I would call a critical theory of democracy.

Henri-Pierre Mottironi, University of Lausanne / Sciences Po Paris
From medieval town meetings to shareholder's assemblies: how can we explain this institutional
isomorphism?
Discussant: Odile Amman
What do Swiss Landsgemeinde and Nestlé’s General assembly have in common? At first glance, these
institutions seem diametrically opposed. The former is often seen as an example of pure democracy ;
while the latter is perceived as an epitome of capitalist plutocracy. History of political practices,
however, provides us with a rather different story. Both assemblies appear to come from the same
direct democracy’s institution: medieval European town meetings. In this paper, I argue that Jointshareholders’ assemblies, Swiss Landsgemeinde or even New England Town meetings evolved from the
same communal institutions of the Middle age, and inherited from this model common features and
flaws. Part 1 shows the basic common features of medieval urban political participation. Part 2 explores
the way this model was transmitted to a large part of Europe and how it became the constitutional
model for corporations up to now. Finally, Part 3 discusses two alternative explanations of this
institutional isomorphism : the Greco-roman origin and the “pragmatic” thesis (“same ills are calling for
same remedies”).

Brenda Ogembo, University of Birmingham
Participating in Participation or Influencing Policy Outcomes? Examining the Effects of Public
Participation in Kenya's Sub-National Legislatures
Discussant: Elena Cristina Mitrea
Does increased participatory democracy in legislative institutions increase the legitimacy of their
decisions? The question of legitimacy is important for representative democracy as a growing literature
has continued to question its value arguing that representative democracy does not sufficiently enable
citizens to voice and advocate their concerns, engage government, and ensure the effective utilization
of resources (Rosenthal, 1998, p. 67; Fung and Wright, 2003; Michels and Graaf, 2010; Wampler, 2012).
Representative democracy is seen by some scholars as insufficient in enabling true direct democratic
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participation by the public as it can never fully represent the will of the people who cede their decision
making power to their elected representatives (Urbinati, 2006, p. 7). Some scholars argue that the
survival of representative democracy may eventually rest on its ability to reinvent itself by increasing
and creating real avenues for the public engage and have actual influence over policy determinations
(Power, 2012, p. 41). The demand for increased direct engagement has seen mounting efforts by
legislative institutions to bring the public into their work, leading to a rise in in new participatory and
deliberative methods (Gaventa, 2006, p. 12; Kelso, Boswell and Ryan, 2016, p. 4). The ultimate promise
of the realisation of true public participation is a restoration of decision-making power to citizens and
an expression of the general will that is acceptable to all. Leston-Bandeira (2012, p. 266) however
points out that academic studies have not paid sufficient attention to this emerging relationship
between citizens and parliaments. Even less research has been done on legislative public engagement
in Africa and particularly sub-Saharan Africa (Power, 2012, p. 41) despite data showing that Africans
have the greatest trust in their parliaments when compared to other regions of the world (AzevedoHarman, 2012, p. 428; Power, 2012, p. 14). My research seeks to examine what is public participation
as a mode of deliberation in the legislature and what true benefit does it hold for representative
democracy? Using a case study of two city sub-national legislatures in Kenya, I examine the effects of
new institutionalised public participation processes on the decision-making of these legislatures’. The
research seeks to understand whether the increased avenues of public engagement have affected the
quality of emerging legislative decisions demonstrated through increased legitimacy of the decisions
made by those legislatures.

Panel II: Democratic legitimacy of non-elected actors
Chair: Palmo Brunner
Jérôme Grand, University of Geneva
Social and political participation: the normative gap
Discussant: Hans Asenbaum
The empirical relation between social and political participation is well-known. The main narrative is
that secondary associations are a gateway to political participation; they foster social capital and civic
virtues necessary to political participation, which in turn develops further such virtues and capital.
Beyond studying civic inequalities that result from this logic of capital accumulation, the central issue
for democratic theorists has been to dissociate the different kinds of association and their relative
impact on democratic institutions. It has long been argued that different kinds of associations make
different contributions to advance democratic governance. Marc Warren (2002) and Archung Fung
(2003), among others, have highlighted that different associations are better suited to advance some
contributions than others and that their contributions are not all mutually consonant with one another.
The whole configuration is called « Associational Ecologies » by Warren (Warren, 2001, p. 206). The
optimal configuration relates to the equilibrium between different contributions of different kinds of
association, which depends, however, on the specific political context (Fung, 2003, p. 538). Yet, these
works on the democratic effects of associations, theoretical but empirically oriented, have never found
a translation in the field of normative political theory. Warren and Fung’s findings have never been
drawn from democratic theory. Especially, liberal political conception of justice has not yet taken into
account the plurality of associations and has not enough considered the different value of different
association (Rawls 1971; 1995; 2001). My presentation aims at building a bridge between the field of
democratic theory and the field of justice theory on the issue of secondary associations. First of all, I
propose a conceptual framework which constitutes the premises that will support my upcoming
normative argument. According to the work of Marc Warren, I present a functionalist definition of
association. This will allow me to adopt a new set of categories of the different kinds of secondary
association and to highlight their differential impact on democratic institutions. I then adopt a
restrictive definition of the concept of “social association”, as an intermediate association active in the
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pure associational relation type, in which the relation between the members is neither intimate nor
distant. Second, armed with this conceptual clarification, I turn to political conception justice and I
highlight how Rawls' work lacks of discernement between different kinds of association and how this
omission jeoparadizes the place of freedom of association in a political conception of justice. I hope to
demonstrate that, to be political and liberal, a conception of justice should set measures to guarantee a
fair equal opportunity, not only to political participation, but also to the purely social one.
Consequently, I propose to extent the proviso of the fair value of political liberties to freedom of (social)
association.
Odile Ammann, University of Zurich
The Participation of Lobbies in Swiss Politics: A Legal Perspective
Discussant: Christian Caspar
Without sufficiently broad voter participation, democracies are hollowed out. But while it is relatively
uncontroversial that individuals ought to participate in democratic politics, what can we say about the
participation of groups of individuals via lobbies? Is the involvement of lobbies necessary for a
democracy to thrive, or does their participation undermine democracy by eclipsing individual voices?
To answer these questions, it is essential to clarify, first, which actors qualify as lobbies, and the extent
to which they differ from other groups and entities in a democracy. One challenge in this context is that
lobbies are characterized by their heterogeneity. This also explains their ambivalence from the
perspective of democratic legitimacy. On the one hand, non governmental groupings have been
deemed the bedrock of civil society and democratic participation at least since Tocqueville. On the
other hand, they typically defend a particular cause and, potentially, elite interests, which can distort
democratic processes of deliberation and lawmaking. Second, one cannot talk about participation
without defining this term as well, a definition which, in this paper, will be couched primarily in legal
terms.
Building upon these conceptual clarifications, I propose to examine how the law addresses the activity
of lobbies in the context of democratic lawmaking processes, more specifically in the Swiss context and
at the federal level. I focus on the two following aspects – or interpretations – of participation: the
possibilities for lobbies to launch and campaign for popular initiatives aiming at amending the Federal
Constitution, and the role of lobbies in the federal legislative process. I then suggest how Swiss laws
addressing lobbying could be amended in order to foster democratic lawmaking processes.
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Panel III: Conceptualizing democratic systems
Chair: Henri-Pierre Mottironi
Victor Sanchez-Mazas, University of Geneva
A division of labour of democratic systems? Disentangling normative and functional dimensions
Discussant: Claudia Chwalisz
The systemic perspective is becoming the new orthodoxy of deliberative democracy. Although there are
diverse interpretations of this theoretical shift, the necessity of focusing on political systems' overall
value is widely acknowledged. In this perspective, the deliberative democratic quality of the system lies
in the manner deliberative and non-deliberative elements are distributed to constitute a
comprehensive system. Beyond the focus on institutions such as representative arenas and
participatory mechanisms, the systemic approach entails a greater consideration of innovative
communicative practices in the complex discursive settings characterising contemporary societies. A
crucial contribution of the systemic approach is to open the road for the diagnosis of institutional
pathologies in their broad societal context. Ultimately, such diagnoses of particular political systems
allow conceiving some specific institutional transformations. While few scholars have attempted such
systemic assessments, I argue that much remains to be done at the theoretical level for adequately
operationalizing such a task. Thus, I conceptually clarify and articulate the central metaphors that the
systemic approach draws on, notably the "division of labour" and the "sequencing". Finally, I argue that
the existing accounts of the systemic approach conflate the functional and normative dimensions of the
"division of labour", and suggest a theoretical solution.
Hans Asenbaum, University of Westminster
The End of Democratic Theory? A Challenge to the Problem-based Approach
Discussant: Jérôme Grand
The problem based approach to democratic theory, recently proposed by Mark Warren, points to the
problem of an overstated mutual exclusivity of different models in democratic theory which impedes
progress in the field. This paper argues, however, that the problem-based approach itself struggles with
a problem. It coats normative democratic theory in pragmatic language and implies that normativity
itself is in the way of progress in democratic theory. The problem-based approach needs to be read as
part of a recent trend in democratic theory away from normativity and toward pragmatism which
threatens to erode the normative grounding needed for robust research. As alternative, the paper
proposes a pluralist approach to democratic theory, which applies the lenses of multiple models of
democracy to the same research subject. This is illustrated by looking at the constitution of democratic
subjectivity in online engagement both from the deliberative and the agonistic perspective. The
application of multiple angles provides a rich picture of the research subject. This approach tackles the
mutual exclusivity imposed by single models – it shares these features with the problem-based
approach. But in contrast with the model-based approach it allows for deep normative grounding for
robust analysis.

Panel IV: Political consumerism
Chair: Palmo Brunner
Johanna Huber, University of Geneva
Alternative food associations between democracy and neoliberalism
Discussant: Deborah Kalte
While citizens’ engagement from traditional forms of political participation decreases (van Biezen, Mair
and Poguntke 2012), a shift towards alternative forms of political participation like guerilla gardening
(illegally greening the cities), sit-ins or the engagement in a Civil Society Organization (CSO) can be
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observed (Stolle and Hooghe 2009 [2004]; de Moor 2016). This is also the case in the field of food
consumption and production. The spread of initiatives around local food baskets, food waste,
vegetarian and vegan food etc. opens up various opportunities for citizens to engage politically (van
Deth 2012; Micheletti and Stolle 2012, Wellner et Theuvsen 2016; Aubry et Kebir 2013; Goodman et al.
2012; Deverre et Lamine 2010). Citizens can engage in what the political consumerism literature calls
buycott – expressing a political opinion through buying certain products for political reasons (Balsiger,
2017a). In addition, consumers' can also actively participate in the decision-making process, which is an
inherent part of some organizations like participatory supermarkets or vegetable basket initiatives.
These organizations do not only offer possibilities for political participation but also contribute to
forming citizens' democratic capacities. Building on Tocqueville's work, Warren (2001) shows in his
book "Democracy and Association" when and how associations contribute to democracy. These options
for political participation are the result of social movements' and engaged citizens' work to raise
awareness about the problematic aspects around food consumption as well as to create associations
and cooperatives (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2009; Balsiger, 2017b; Huber, 2017). At the same time,
supermarkets have taken up the ideas of those more marginal groups through which organic, local,
vegetarian and vegan food has become mainstream (Huber, 2018). While the commercialization of for
example organic food offers more people the possibility to consume this way and engage in political
consumerism, the question is how much political participation is there really left?
Deborah Kalte, University of Zurich
How political is veganism? An empirical evaluation of a possible unconventional form of political
participation
Discussant: Johanna Huber
The vegan lifestyle has reached the greater masses and is increasingly gaining popularity (Butler 2017,
Crawford 2015, Nguyen 2017). In the political science literature, veganism exemplifies a form of
political consumerism, or more specifically, of lifestyle politics (Stolle and Micheletti 2013). While it
theoretically incorporates the practice of all forms of political consumerism (i.e. boycott, buycott,
discursive political consumerism and lifestyle politics) veganism goes even further, as its
implementation requires a strict and comprehensive adherence to ethical, political and environmental
values (Micheletti and Stolle 2012, Stolle and Micheletti 2013). This given, veganism is argued to
constitute an untraditional, non-institutionalized and flexible form of political participation (Haenfler,
Johnson, and Jones 2012, McGrath 2000, Micheletti and Stolle 2012, Stolle and Micheletti 2013, Véron
2016,
Wrenn
2011).
Despite the growing scholarly interest in the issue, no empirical investigation has been undertaken in
that direction so far. To date, we rely on cursory and partial information about the vegan lifestyle,
mainly coming from the nutrition science field (Hoek et al. 2004, Izmirli and Phillips 2011, Janssen et al.
2016, Kerschke-Risch 2015, Radnitz, Beezhold, and DiMatteo 2015, Rothgerber 2013, Timko, Hormes,
and Chubski 2012, Waldmann et al. 2003) or social movement studies (Cherry 2006, 2015, McDonald
2000, Véron 2016). One preliminary attempt to analyze empirically the political scope of veganism was
under-taken by Wrenn (2017) however with a narrow focus on the 2016 presidential election.
This paper aims to broaden the analytical spectrum with a specially designed survey to scrutinize
comprehensively the vegan lifestyle in Switzerland, in connection with its political scope and with a
special focus on political participation and attitudes. By the means of this survey, it will be possible to
evaluate how political vegans are, by examining indications that suggest a political motivation of
following this lifestyle, such as the motivation itself to go vegan, personal attitudes, and the use of
other forms of political activity. In a larger context, this study aims to deliver insights as to whether
veganism in particular and political consumerism in general constitute an emerging form of political
participation.
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Panel V: Enabling citizens and civic engagement
Chair: Deborah Kalte
Claudia Chwalisz, OECD
Using behavioural insights to engage citizens in policymaking: Government of Jersey case study
Discussant: Brenda Ogembo
Democratic participation in public decision-making is not merely about ensuring legitimacy, but also
about tapping into collective intelligence to make better and more effective decisions. Previous
research from the fields of political science, business and psychology has found that the diversity of
who participates matters more than having the ‘smartest minds in the room’ when it comes to reaching
the best solutions. Engaging a wide cross-section of society thus matters not only for the normative
reason of ensuring equal voice, but also for the pragmatic reason of wanting to achieve a better
outcome.
However, most civic engagement in policymaking – online and offline – has been dominated by certain
demographic characteristics: male; well-educated; urban; older, and white. The government of Jersey’s
citizen consultations via chatbots with the civic tech company, Apptivism, therefore present us with an
interesting case study of how behavioural science insights might be used to engage larger and more
diverse groups of citizens in policymaking. During six consultations that took place between June 2017
and February 2018, the government engaged 1,000 citizens per consultation on average. Overall, the
participants were largely representative of Jersey’s demographics, with a slight bias towards younger
citizens and women – the average age was 33 and 57% of participants were women. During this short
period, 3,270 unique users were engaged, over half (54%) of which participated in more than one
consultation.
This article will explore the techniques used, compared to prior traditional consultations, to increase
overall engagement levels and to sustain a high re-engagement rate. It will also consider the extent to
which other factors, such as topic, ad spend, and social media coverage played a role, as well as the
limitations of Apptivism’s chatbot approach. In attempting to identify some of the factors driving citizen
engagement, notably amongst demographic groups which are usually under-engaged, it is a
contribution towards establishing a new set of indicators on democratic participation.
Elena Cristina Mitrea, Central European University of Budapest
Educating the Future Citizens: Attitudes towards Citizenship among Lower Secondary Students
Discussant: Michael Strebel
Though diverse in shape and size, the survival of democracies depends on citizens exercising their rights
and responsibilities and supporting the political system. Rising concerns over the long-term decline in
young people’s civic engagement and political participation warrants renewed interest in the way
schools prepare the next generations of citizens and in how children are raised to perceive their roles as
members of the political system. However, citizenship, or the configuration of citizenship qualities, is far
from being a subject of agreement. Conceptions of citizenship differ in the nature and extent of
participation expected of citizens. In this paper, I use Westheimer and Kahne’s distinction between a
personally responsible, participatory and justice-oriented type of citizen. Arguably, the qualities that
make up the justice-oriented view of citizenship should receive special attention, as they reflect a
deeper engagement with the political system and lay at the core of democratic citizenship. Therefore,
using data from the ICCS 2009 study collected in 37 countries, this paper investigates the effect of
individual and school-related predictors on children’s view of justice-oriented citizenship. Findings
support the expectation that students in countries where civic and citizenship education (CCE) is part of
the school curricula and is taught as a separate subject (instead of being taught in connection to human
and social sciences, integrated into all subjects, as a extracurricular activity or as a result of school

8

experience) have higher ratings of justice-oriented citizenship. These results reinforce the findings of
previous research which points to the importance of CCE training for the political attitudes and
engagement of the youth, as well as studies which show that civic education training compensates for
family socialization differences in political engagement.

Public Lecture
Public lecture “A Return to Basic Research in the Study of Democracy” by Prof. Jean-Paul Gagnon
(Institute for Governance and Policy Analysis, University of Canberra)
You can find the video of the event here: http://democracynet.eu/video-gagnon/

Exchange session
Creating, editing and running a peer-review journal, with Jean-Paul Gagnon,
editor of Democratic Theory
Chair: Henri-Pierre Mottironi
In the exchange session, Dr. Jean-Paul Gagnon shared some insights about how to run a peer-reviewed
journal.
He told the participants how everything started and explained more details about the peer-review
process. There was also time for a Q&A and discussion among the young academics.

Working session
DemocracyNet project mapping
Moderation: Rebecca Welge
The working session offered an opportunity to foster teamwork and the creation of a network among
the participants through discussions about possible collaborative projects. After having gathered
projects’ ideas in plenum, five groups were formed to discuss the following projects in more details:
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Development of existing activities
- Working Paper Series: Challenges to Democracy
The working paper series is a tool for DemocracyNet members. It is a stepping stone that should help
us developing our projects and improving our writing. The purpose of this WPS is a step in the
publication process, and to have a mentor on a specific topic. Each paper will get a “mentor,” who
will be reading the paper and provide comments on it/suggest ways to improve the paper. There is no
rights giving in the process; you keep all the rights on the work you’re publishing there. It should not
prevent a paper from being published elsewhere. It should provide encouragement to submit articles.
- Mercator / DPDS workshops 2019
In 2019, Rebecca Welge and Sabine Jenni (from association Demokrative) will organize a workshop on
the topic of equality, with a special focus on equality in participation. The goal of the workshop is to
discuss current (normative and empirical) research on the topic of equal participation and to think
about ways on how these topics can be transformed into an exhibition that would then be developed
together with the “Politforum Käfigturm” in Bern at a later stage. The “Politforum Käfigturm” also
takes part in the workshop (for the exhibition side) and one of the three days will be spent in their
current exhibition on “Wählen!”
The planning of the Workshop (e.g. invited speakers, exact question/topic) is still rather open and
inputs are welcome. A question that came up at the table that might structure the workshop, is “Who
should have/has what kind of say in a democracy?” The workshop will include experts from different
fields with different backgrounds (e.g. sociologists, political scientists, practitioners, lawyers, etc.). It
would be interesting to have people with both a scientific background, who are also actively engaged
in politics.
- “Abstimm-Bar”
There will be two “Abstimm-Bars” in November in Zurich, with some new interested members.

New projects and collaborations
- Writing bootcamp
48h to try and gather ideas and try to write a collective paper. It can be a proposal, it can be a paper
to be submitted for which we have ideas before.
- Writing retreat
A retreat of bout a week, where everybody would work on their own publications, or develop a
special issue, and include sessions of feedback giving in the day. The aim would first to look for
funding, and for a suitable place.
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- Academic event in some part of the global South
Main aim is to move research events to places outside of the Western hemisphere.
An idea would be a conference in Ghana in 2020 on democracy: « Democratic Participation Beyond
the West »
Would work through DemocracyNet, Democratic Theory to find people interested in participating in
the conference, invite academics in Africa to join. Outputs could be included in the Working Paper
series, and maybe later be submitted to Democratic Theory. Ideally there would be two keynote
speeches (TBD).
- Mentorship program
Create a network of people from whom we can ask feedback on our research, especially valuable for
start of PhD. Also share information about whom would be available to help, who can be contacted.
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