The state of political debate in France over the last 15 years obliges one to wonder if calls for participative democracy correspond to a normal stage of development of modern political life, or if they are the symptom of a disturbing degeneration of the Republic.

The excitement for the subject of participative democracy by the socialist candidate in the last presidential elections raises problems, because it is set against representative democracy, on which the suspicion of a treason of the democratic ideal – democratic ideal which would be carried out only by direct participation of citizens in political matters. Representative democracy and participative democracy thus appear as two contradictory models, corresponding to two rival conceptions of general will, expressed either in the name of representatives or as the increasing weight of public opinion on these representatives.

Nowadays, opinion has means of expression which allow it to increase this pressure - in the point of thwarting the forecasts of representatives (and media), as proved by the results of the referendum on European constitution, in 2005, interpreted as a demonstration of the mistrust of French public opinion of its representatives.

The echo of the calls for participative democracy is understood only by having in spirit this report of a crisis of representation, expressing itself in the disaffection of citizens toward their elected representatives. But participative democracy works not only as a criticism of the dispossession of the power of the represented: it is also underlined by the ideal of a radical democracy, in which the citizenry would enjoy a true capacity to control itself.

Associated with terms of dialogue or public debate, participative democracy indeed suggests a new model of legitimacy. So that with the questioning of parliaments -usual places of consideration- the question arises whether we simply have to deal with a change of style of public action, or with a more fundamental questioning of the classic devices of representation.

The historic lighting indicating the recurrence of this debate, Yves Sintomer sees in the opposition representation-participation not a simple effect of form, but a rebellion in the content of democracy. There is even a tradition of appeals to participation, with roots far back in the history of modern democracies, where it appears regularly as an alternative to representative democracy. 

The monument of this tradition, for example, is the Manifesto of the Sixty, (February 17th, 1864), in which workers, referring to Proudhon, claimed the right for specifically labour candidates for the Assembly. In spite of the hesitations of the authors of the manifesto, this sponsoring invites us to see if (and how) the thought of Proudhon can help to illuminate the current tendency. To do so, this paper returns to Proudhon’s own papers of the 2nd Republic (and in a lesser measure those of the 2nd Empire). Here we see that Proudhon is almost completely engaged with the problem of unmediated political representation and universal suffrage.

It is obvious that this exercise of analysis is part recovery and attention must be accorded to the fact that the author did not anticipate current evolutions, foreign to his concerns. So without looking for coherences and for intentions where none exist, without forgetting either the stumbling blocks of anachronism to which our work exposes us, it is nevertheless advisable to see if the proudhonian reflection can enlighten the current crisis of representation (I) and the limits of direct participation advanced by its advocates (II).

I - Crisis of representation: a recurring subject of modern political life

With the first establishment of parliamentary governments at the end of the 19th century, antiparliamentary systems developed correspondingly, to denounce the impotence of politicians and their expropriation civil society’s pluralist collective force by means of universal suffrage. Proudhon had been delivering severe criticisms of an institution that he had seen working from the inside, as an assembly member, during the 2nd Republic (1848-1851).

Democratic societies presupposes that citizens, having equal rights, are also capable *of pronouncing on every subjects, *of participating in the making of political decisions, *and that their ballot reflects a real political will, among which the faculty of analysis and the refinement of choices, are never questioned.

Yet, since the end of the 18th century, dominant political configurations eliminated the citizens from any actual participation in political life. By virtue of that, representation is presented by some as being foreign to democracy - at least until the advent of universal suffrage, under the 3rd republic, which came to assimilate both notions of democracy and representation. 

Moreover, we can obviously find that general elections have been a process of selection which has remained rather oligarchical, contrary to the original Athenian drawing of lots, which would, in the ideal, respect democratic principles. B.Manin asserts however, that representative institutions inevitably combine democratic and oligarchical features, the mixture of which explains that representative government - mixed government- was the result of opposite stances, either approving or critical.

But since the 2nd Republic, Proudhon also denounced the oligarchical character of democratic representation, where deputies elected in universal suffrage, "due to representing France, represent absolutely nothing; (they) are no more representatives but senators (in Roman way) and instead of representative democracy, we have an elective oligarchy, middle term between democracy and monarchy". His period in the legislative chamber obviously increased his grievances against assemblies and polling booths in which "people who ignore most completely the state of a country are the ones almost always who represent it". But Proudhon also disputes the paradox according to which citizens, incapable of acting by themselves, would know how to choose those who will make it for them - "divinatory intuition of the multitude which would make it discern, straight off, the merit and the worthiness of the candidates ".

If such a criticism finds an echo in the remarks of current denigrators of representation, B.Manin refuses nevertheless to see the sign of a crisis there: representation having been invented to contain democracy, rather than to realize it, it is absurd to ask representatives to act in a democratic way while they were not conceived for it. The objection seems doubtless based from the point of view of principles, but it seems difficult to deny the reality of the crisis : elected representatives have difficulties either to be recognized as a just authority, and to admit that their decisions must oblige those whom they represent.

In a society where progress in education allows citizens to re-form their own opinions, the republican tradition of the monopoly of the elected representatives on the general interest is unconvincing. Betting on the education of people, Proudhon did not doubt either that, in the future, citizens’s participation would allow them to do without representation (democracy should be a démopédie). Furthermore, a recent article confirms that during the 19th century, progress in the political and civic education of citizens, added to the ambient egalitarianism which stimulated the claim to a right to oversee/inspect the State’s affairs, which turned confidence in representatives into suspicion of them.

Citizens refused to be the passive receivers of political speeches, programmes were studied to democratize the representative mandate (by continuous control of citizens, by an accelerated renewal of the political class). Proudhon himself had proposed this form of participation, conscious of the difficulty of doing completely without representation. For instance, he thought of a form of social-professional representation, able to compete with political representation based on universal suffrage (Mss) – a project resumed at the beginning of the 3rd republic, at a time of violent antiparliamentary criticisms.

But against the Manifesto of the Sixty, he did not believe in the contradictory idea of a specific representation inside the national representation - the representative mandate erasing "in the representative, the peculiarity of the represented". On the contrary, convinced of the impotence of representation, he invites workers to refuse to play the game of institutions, by abstaining in the general elections. His notes teem on the disruptive possibilities of abstention on the political game - in which B.Manin still sees, today, the greatest danger for the representative system.

As we can see, the pathologies of representation, denounced at his time by Proudhon, find a wide echo in the current criticisms. But the fact that these remarks, made in the middle of the 19th century, are echoed in current events, proves the resilience of the representative system. Faced with such inertia, can the arguments of participative democracy really be constructive?

II - Hopes and limits of citizens’s participation

While the representative model shows new signs of exhaustion, and with the announced end of the traditional conception of politics, numerous speeches predict the emergence of a new form of governance: the public democracy or democracy of opinion, better adapted to the complexity of our network societies.

Proudhon brings an interesting perspective to this quest for participative democracy, where the classic plan of centralized direction gives way to the plurality of actors involved in the making of decisions (1). But his thought also educates on the dead ends of such propositions (2).

1) from democracy to demopedie
Against the classic vision of political activity, reserved to a legal power external to the rest of the society, the propositions aim to reinvest the political arena with the decisions of citizens, and are typically inspired by the procedural and discursive vision of Jürgen Habermas. The term of governance here recovers modes of regulation that have been moved away from the centre and spread out through the heterogeneous and interactive mass of the participants; so that instead of the traditional idea of dominion, policy is conceived in terms of coordination and direction.

The Collective Reason -developed by Proudhon against the rousseauiste myth of the general will- seems to recover from the same logic, with a process of consideration which integrates all the constituents of civil society (the individuals and the intermediate social groups, in all their variety). The idea of a participation of the citizens in a decentralized public life, owes obviously to the American example reported by Tocqueville in the Democracy in America –influence particularly visible in this passage of De la Justice: " The organ of the collective reason (…) is the hard-working group, the instructor; the industrial company, the scholar, the artist ; the academies, schools, municipalities; it is the National Assembly, the club, the jury; any men's meeting, in brief, formed for the discussion of ideas and the search for laws".

How could this form of participation be realized? Numerous authors look to the development of the internet of the past few years, finding in that the means to lift the citizen out of his apathy between two elections –apathy which Proudhon already denounced in rousseauistic terms. Convinced by the possibilities of the progress of communications (thanks to the railroads), he asserted moreover that if Rousseau had anticipated them, he would have decentralized the organization of the vote.

Projects of participative democracy rest on the idea of intense activity of citizens. This, Yves Sintomer clarifies as "citizenship is an activity before being a status, it establishes a right only as far as this one is exercised ". If Proudhon accepts this principle, he dreads all the same the opportunities of representation which follow, to which citizens then abandon the exercise of their sovereignty.

With the new forms of militancy which develop outside the political parties (in full disaffection nowadays), new collective identities appear as the organizational structures of an autonomous public space, where ceaseless conferences contribute to the formation and training of virtuous citizens "actors with widened mentalities". 

Proudhon had clear ideas on this matter, explaining that through participation in many groups, men would develop their individuality; "the most complete man is the one who, making most things, depends least on the others, enters a more large number of connections. A kind of composite freedom, superior to the (individual) simple freedom ". Groups thus become the actors of political life, exceeding the classic individualism of republican conceptions. And when Proudhon denounces the atomisme of an individualistic universal suffrage, it is exactly to advocate social groups, indispensable constituents of the elaboration of the collective reason. 

Be that as it may, it is paradoxically on this very subject of citizenship that we approach the limits of the projects of participative democracy.

2) Limits of participative democracy

Since the middle of the 80s, Daniel Graxie notices the disaffection of citizens with political questions. With the exclusion of single-issue politics, the narrow-mindedness of the politicized public appears to him to be a "structural constituent of western democracies". This report is today confirmed by sociological studies, which describe an average citizen as being little interested in politics, exceeded sometimes by the stakes in modern political life. The image of an attentive, competent and conscious citizen, on which our modern democracies rest, thus seems to be only an image forged by politicians or political analysts.

If this report undermine the image of representative democracy, isn’t it the same, for stronger reasons, for participative democracy ? From this point of view, it seems that the proudhonian critics about the stupidity of people in 1852 (after the napoleonian coup d’Etat) finds a distant echo in the critics uttered after the European referendum in France.

Yves Syntomer or Pierre Rosanvallon thus refuse to give in to this pessimism, seeing in "withdrawal, abstention, silence (…) forms of political expression". Rosanvallon even replaces the term of passive citizen by that of negative citizen, the presence of which is marked by an essentially hostile participation to political life. This analysis can obviously be compared with the abstention in which Proudhon invited the authors of the Manifesto ("to part, to divide, it is to be").

But even at the advent of universal suffrage, he was already dreading the lack of citizen' motivation when entered en masse as the electorate, with the temptation of retreat to the private sphere. In March 1848, the Solution of social problem describes a nation "monarchic up to the marrow, worshiping some power, devoid of individual energy and republican initiative, accustomed to expect for everything from the authority, doing nothing except when ordered by that authority! ".

If Proudhon’s collective Reason rests, on the other hand, on citizen participation at the level of intermediate groups, he was blind to the sociological limits and problems that have been brought to light by more recent studies. For example, first of all, the questions handled by participative democracy generally concern only a micro-local level; the functioning of the groups has a polarizing character, with risk of fragmentation of participants. And the respect between members of these groups, mostly plays in favour of individuals of higher sociocultural circles. Finally, there is an effect of conformity between the peers, which influences individual choices in the groups.

But the main defect, this time legal, lies in the gap between classic forms of political decision (law), and the simple opinion spread by various vectors (the rapidly growing press at the time of Proudhon, the web today). In the background, lays obviously the question of the compelling and then obligatory character of citizens’s considerations.

We know the very ambiguous connections that Proudhon maintains with the press, the lack of objectivity which he stigmatizes, and a disproportionate lack of legitimacy. Rosanvallon justifies however the existence of a representation of organic type, assured by the media which make the opinion. But is the weight of the opinion in propositions of “contre-démocratie” (democracy of opinion) enough to justify adopting it as a means of political participation?

Proudhon defines public opinion as "something vague, imperceptible, of fantasy, created one morning by gossip, journalistic gossip, the whims of a speaker. Opinion is the despair of the human mind: it is the habit of people who does not know how, or do not want, to reason; it is the good pleasure of an ignorant and lazy consciousness. Opinion is the enjoyment and the triumph of the quacks " … The criticisms uttered nowadays against democracy of opinion, modernized shape of populism, are not that different ! We shall naturally recognize that if opinion is indeed emotional, personal and fickle, then we can see that same criticisms were made against universal suffrage in the 19th century.

For all that, opinion is informal, and it exercises only an indirect influence on decision-making: it is not invested by itself with a compulsory character. The issue remains to determine the nature of the citizens discussions: do they have they a decision-making strength, are they binding authority? or have they only a deliberative character, a simple complement to representation, helping in the decision-making of the elected representatives ? If it is hard to imagine how the authority could not take into account the opinion of the public, we cannot hope to durably mobilize the citizens without the insurance that their opinion will be heard. As the incantatory speeches on participative democracy have difficulties in giving guarantees on this point, they confirm the critics who see only political marketing there. And we have to admitt that, in spite of some wages given by the procedures of elaboration of the collective Reason, the proudhonian demonstration also incurs that other criticism, expressed by B.Manin, about the automatic consensus to which his deliberative plans lead with little respect for the institutional procedures which gives legitimacy to consensus.

This brief analysis of Proudhon’s thought shows that the actual will to exceed the electoral-representative dimension of democracy is not new; the time-honoured expression according to which Proudhon wrote for the future is once again confirmed... in his defence however, if the same problems with representation require the same remedies, scepticism remains regarding the effectiveness of the processes of citizen-participation, suggesting that, despite the critics and a real crisis, representation is not soon likely to be abandoned in modern democracies. Echoing Pierre Ansart, we can conclude that if Proudhon remains of contemporary value, it is mostly because he collided with political realities which have not yet disappeared; if his thought is still relevant, it is largely due to the durability of his objects of study.

