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Dedication

To all who believe that political power derives from the people, is limited by
constitutional principles, and must always be exercised in the service of the
common good.

May every generation possess the wisdom and civic courage to govern in the
people’s name with justice, integrity, and humility.
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Prologue

Every democratic generation faces a recurring, fundamental question:
whether institutions designed to express the people’s will will remain
instruments of liberty or gradually become mechanisms for exercising
power without adequate awareness of its limits. This book has argued that
democracy cannot be reduced to elections, procedures, or constitutional
texts alone. Its durability depends equally on the competence of those
entrusted with governing within these frameworks.

Contemporary democracy faces a paradox that is both familiar and in-
creasingly urgent. Never before have so many political leaders come to
power through formally democratic means, yet confidence in democratic
governance has rarely seemed so fragile. Electoral victories mount, yet
legitimacy erodes. Institutions endure, yet public trust declines. Laws are
enacted, yet justice is often perceived as absent. Across political systems—
established and emerging, consolidated and fragile alike—citizens sense
that something essential is missing from political leadership, even when
procedures are followed and mandates are claimed.

Historical experience suggests that political systems rarely fail solely
because of flawed institutional design. More often, they deteriorate when
those who exercise authority misunderstand—or disregard—the principles
that give institutions meaning. Formal rules may endure, constitutions
may continue to be invoked, and elections may still occur. Yet when
leaders lack the intellectual and ethical preparation required for respon-
sible governance, institutions gradually lose their capacity to safeguard
liberty.

This dynamic was already recognized in classical political thought. Poly-
bius’ theory of anakyklosis—the cyclical transformation of constitutional
forms—offers one of the earliest systematic accounts of political decay. In
his account, regimes do not merely change; they degenerate: monarchy
becomes tyranny, aristocracy becomes oligarchy, and democracy becomes
ochlocracy. Crucially, this transformation arises not only from institu-
tional structure but also from the erosion of the virtues and understanding
required to sustain it. Political decline, in this sense, is cognitive, ethical,
and structural.

The Roman Republic’s experience illustrates this insight with particu-

lar clarity. Long before its collapse, Rome faced repeated crises rooted

in tensions between elites and the broader citizenry. The Secessiones

Plebis—collective withdrawals by the plebeian population—were not merely
episodes of social unrest but constitutional turning points. By suspend-

ing participation in the political and economic life of the republic, the

plebeians compelled institutional reforms, including the creation of the

tribunate and new mechanisms for representation and protection.
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These episodes reveal a broader pattern: constitutional crises often stem
not from inadequate institutional arrangements but from the conduct
of those who operate them. The Roman system did not fail for lack of
balancing mechanisms; it faltered when those in authority ceased to
exercise power in accordance with republican principles. Institutional
resilience, therefore, depends not only on structural design but also on
leaders’ capacity to act within its normative constraints.

Modern constitutional democracy is the product of a long historical effort
to address this enduring problem. The gradual transfer of sovereignty from
rulers to peoples—articulated in foundational moments such as the Magna
Carta, the Act of Abjuration, the American Declaration of Independence,
and the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen—was
not merely a legal transformation. It reflected an evolving recognition
that political authority must be limited, accountable, and grounded in
principles that protect citizens’ rights and dignity.

From this transformation emerged the institutional architecture of con-
temporary democracy: separation of powers, representative government,
federal arrangements, judicial review, and oversight systems designed to
constrain the misuse of authority. Each innovation addressed a recurring
historical tendency—the drift of power, when exercised without restraint
or understanding, toward domination.

Yet the existence of such institutions does not guarantee their effective
functioning. Their performance ultimately depends on those who in-
habit them. Leaders who misinterpret constitutional limits may centralize
authority in the name of efficiency; those unfamiliar with institutional
balance may weaken checks and balances while claiming democratic le-
gitimacy; and others may adhere to formal procedures while undermining
the spirit of constitutional governance.

In this context, the central argument of this book is to highlight a fre-
quently overlooked dimension of democratic resilience: the competence
of political leadership. While democratic systems have developed sophisti-
cated mechanisms for selecting leaders through elections and inter-party
competition, they remain comparatively underdeveloped in ensuring that
those leaders possess the intellectual preparation necessary for responsi-
ble governance once in office.

Competence, as understood here, does not imply technocratic domination
or adherence to any particular ideological orientation. Rather, it denotes a
fundamental grasp of the principles that legitimize democratic authority:
popular sovereignty, constitutional limitations, institutional accountabil-
ity, and the ethical responsibilities inherent in the exercise of public power.
Without such understanding, authority risks becoming detached from
the framework that justifies it.

This requirement becomes especially pressing during periods of systemic
stress. Economic crises, geopolitical instability, technological transforma-
tion, and social polarization place extraordinary demands on democratic
institutions. Under such conditions, leaders lacking conceptual clarity
may mistake decisiveness for legitimacy or interpret electoral support
as a mandate for unlimited authority. By contrast, those grounded in
constitutional principles are better equipped to confront conflict without
eroding the institutional foundations of democratic order.

The development of such competence is not the sole responsibility of
individual leaders. Political parties are essential guardians of democratic
authority. Through their processes for selecting, training, and evaluating
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candidates, they shape the intellectual and ethical quality of those who
govern. When parties prioritize loyalty, charisma, or media visibility over
institutional understanding, they weaken the very systems they are meant
to sustain.

Citizens also play a decisive role. Democratic legitimacy depends on the
public’s capacity to evaluate leadership beyond rhetoric and short-term
promises. When competence remains invisible to voters, it ceases to be
a meaning criterion for selection. Conversely, when citizens demand
knowledge of constitutional principles and respect for institutional limits,
the incentives that shape political leadership begin to shift.

For this reason, the conceptual framework developed in this book is in-
tended not only for political actors but also for citizens, educators, journal-
ists, and scholars. By identifying core domains of democratic knowledge—
popular sovereignty, constitutionalism, federalism, accountability, and
ethical governance—it seeks to establish clearer standards for evaluating
political leadership beyond electoral success.

Historical experience further suggests that political orders rarely col-
lapse abruptly. More often, they deteriorate gradually as institutional
understanding fades and power is exercised without sufficient regard for
its limits. Yet this same historical record also points to the possibility
of renewal. The most significant advances in constitutional governance
have emerged from periods of reflection when societies reassessed the
principles that legitimize political authority.

The challenge facing contemporary democracies, therefore, is not un-
precedented. It is ensuring that those who hold public power have the
intellectual preparation to exercise it responsibly. Democratic legitimacy
cannot be sustained by procedures alone; it requires leaders who under-
stand both the institutions in which they operate and the principles that
justify their authority.

Governing in the name of the people is thus not simply a matter of
winning elections. It is the exercise of power, grounded in knowledge,
moderation, and fidelity to the constitutional order, that makes democratic
self-government possible. Where this understanding exists, institutions
forged over centuries can continue to protect freedom. Where it is absent,
even the most carefully designed systems risk gradual erosion.

The future of democracy will therefore depend not only on how leaders are
chosen but also on the depth of their understanding of the authority they
hold and the responsibilities it entails. In that recognition lies the enduring
possibility that democratic governance—tested repeatedly throughout
history—can adapt, endure, and remain worthy of the people it governs
in their name.
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his book begins with a demanding yet necessary premise: democracy
T depends not only on institutional design and procedural integrity
but also on the competence of those who exercise authority within those
structures. While democratic theory has long emphasized constitutional
arrangements, the separation of powers, and electoral accountability, it
has often relied—implicitly or explicitly—on the assumption that those
elected to govern possess the intellectual, ethical, and institutional capac-
ities for democratic leadership. That assumption is no longer tenable.

The Problem: When Democratic Procedures Outpace Democratic
Competence

Modern democracies have developed increasingly sophisticated mecha-
nisms for selecting leaders. Yet they remain comparatively underdevel-
oped in preparing those leaders to govern in accordance with democratic
principles. Electoral competition rewards visibility, rhetorical effective-
ness, identity alignment, and mobilization capacity. It rarely assesses
whether candidates understand the foundations of popular sovereignty,
the limits of public authority, the internal logic of constitutional systems,
or the ethical constraints inherent in the exercise of power (Linz 1990;
Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018; Mounk 2018).

This imbalance reflects a deeper conceptual ambiguity in democratic lead-
ership. On one level, competence is often equated with narrow knowledge:
formal education, technical expertise, professional experience, or policy
specialization. On another level, democratic governance requires what
may be termed suitability: the capacity for judgment, ethical restraint,
empathy, compassion, and the psychological disposition to wield power
responsibly—including resistance to traits such as narcissism, impulsivity,
or authoritarian inclinations (Kahneman 2011; Sunstein 2015).

Contemporary systems tend to prioritize the former while neglecting the
latter. Yet the effective exercise of democratic authority depends not only
on what leaders know but also on how they interpret, apply, and restrain
that knowledge in institutional and social contexts.

For analytical clarity, distinguishing between knowledge and suitability
is initially useful. However, this book does not treat that distinction as
a rigid divide. Instead, it adopts a broader conception of knowledge—
one that encompasses both cognitive competence and the ethical and
psychological capacities required for democratic leadership. In this wider
sense, knowledge includes not only technical understanding but also
judgment, self-restraint, and the ability to respond to diverse and often
conflicting constituencies.
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The consequences of this deficit are both concrete and cumulative. Leaders
lacking constitutional understanding may weaken checks and balances
while invoking democratic legitimacy. Those unfamiliar with federal or
decentralized systems may centralize authority in the name of efficiency.
Leaders who fail to distinguish between legality and legitimacy may
adhere to formal rules while subverting their underlying purpose (Dicey
1982[1885]; Fuller 1965; Waldron 2016). Others, lacking epistemic humility,
may govern with unwarranted certainty, dismissing experience, evidence,
and dissent (Popper 1935; Tetlock 2006).

The result is rarely an immediate democratic collapse. More often, it takes
the form of democratic backsliding: a gradual erosion of accountability,
representation, and trust through actions that are formally legal yet sub-
stantially corrosive (Ginsburg and Huq 2018; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). In
this sense, democracy fails not only through breakdown but also through
the slow erosion of the knowledge required for responsible leadership.

Why Leadership Knowledge Is a Democratic Safeguard

This book argues that certain forms of knowledge are not optional at-
tributes of political leadership but are constitutive requirements for the le-
gitimate exercise of authority in systems grounded in popular sovereignty.

From Aristotle’s reflections on civic virtue to Rousseau’s theory of the
general will; from early constitutional limits on monarchy to modern
theories of federalism, accountability, and public reason—democratic
thought has evolved in response to recurring failures in the exercise
of power (Aristotle, Politics; Rousseau 1997[1762]; Madison, Hamilton,
and Jay 2003[1788]; Rawls 1993). Across these traditions, a persistent
concern runs: how can authority be exercised without degenerating into
domination?

Within this intellectual trajectory, different accounts explain how the
knowledge required for responsible leadership is acquired. Rousseau
emphasizes the formative role of social experience and civic life, sug-
gesting that judgment develops through contact with the lived realities
of inequality, dependence, and cooperation: the learning by nature. By
contrast, Quentin Skinner underscores the role of formal education, intel-
lectual training, and the disciplined study of political ideas as conditions
for understanding the language and limits of power: the learning by formal
education (Skinner 1997).

These perspectives are best understood as complementary rather than
competing. Political judgment itself shows how the two dimensions over-
lap. While formal education may provide conceptual tools, historical
awareness, and analytical discipline, the capacity to apply them prudently
in concrete circumstances often depends on experience in social and
political life. A leader may possess extensive theoretical knowledge yet
lack the practical sensitivity required for democratic governance, just as
practical experience without reflective understanding may lead to short-
sighted or inconsistent decisions. Judgment therefore emerges from the
interaction of intellectual formation and lived civic experience rather
than from either dimension alone.

Democratic leadership requires both experiential learning and structured
education. It is shaped by participation in social life and refined through
systematic reflection. Together, these processes cultivate the intellectual
and ethical capacities to understand power, its limits, and its responsibili-
ties.
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Yet the knowledge accumulated across these traditions remains frag-
mented. It is dispersed across philosophy, law, political theory, and insti-
tutional practice, and rarely consolidated into a coherent framework for
leadership competence. As a result, those who exercise public authority
often encounter this knowledge only partially, if at all.

This book seeks to address that fragmentation by reconstructing demo-
cratic thought as a coherent body of knowledge directly relevant to polit-
ical leadership.

The Contribution of This Book

The principal contribution of this work is reframing democratic theory
as a framework for leadership competence. Rather than treating political
philosophy, constitutional design, and governance studies as separate or
purely academic domains, the book integrates them into a systematic
account of what democratic leaders must understand to exercise legitimate
authority.

Specifically, the book aims to:

1. Identify the core domains of democratic knowledge, including popular
sovereignty, constitutionalism, federalism, institutional accountabil-
ity, and ethical governance.

2. Demonstrate their practical significance by linking theoretical prin-
ciples to recurring patterns of leadership failure and democratic
decline.

3. Translate abstract concepts into operational terms, demonstrating
how misunderstanding or ignorance leads to tangible institutional
consequences. !

4. Connect leadership competence to assessment frameworks, particu-
larly the Political Party Democracy Index (PPDI) (Galifianes and
Klinkers 2026¢), which evaluates not only democratic outcomes but
also internal party structures, candidate selection processes, and
governance behavior.

5. Provide a shared evaluative language for politicians, parties, citizens,
educators, journalists, and institutions seeking to assess leadership
beyond electoral success.

In developing this framework, the book does not advocate a particu-
lar ideological orientation. Rather, it articulates a normative foundation
for democratic competence that applies across political traditions. Dis-
agreement over policy, ideology, or institutional design is inherent to
democracy; ignorance of the principles that justify authority is not.

For Whom Is This Book Written?
This book is intended for four primary audiences.

First, it speaks to political leaders and candidates for public office. It
treats political leadership not as a purely strategic endeavor but as a

In this respect, the book also addresses the tension between claims of direct popular identi-
fication and the demands of responsible representation. Contemporary leaders frequently
invoke plebiscitary mandates to justify concentrating executive authority, portraying
intermediary institutions as obstacles to the popular will. Yet democratic accountability de-
pends precisely on representative institutions that serve as deliberative filters rather than
merely ratifying executive preferences. Parliamentary committees, for example, can play
a crucial role by scrutinizing legislation, incorporating expert testimony, and subjecting
executive claims to reasoned public scrutiny. Far from constituting “obstructionist” elites,
such mechanisms help preserve the distinction between immediate political popularity
and responsible governance on behalf of the citizenry.
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demanding practice requiring intellectual preparation, ethical awareness,
and institutional understanding.

Second, it addresses political parties. As gatekeepers of democratic author-
ity, parties shape leadership quality through candidate selection, training,
and internal governance. Yet they often prioritize loyalty, electability, or
media visibility over competence (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). This book
offers a framework for systematically assessing and cultivating leadership
capacity.

Third, it is directed to citizens, civil society actors, and the press. Demo-
cratic accountability depends on the public’s ability to distinguish between
leadership that merely claims legitimacy and leadership that meets its
substantive requirements. By clarifying the knowledge foundations of
democratic authority, this book seeks to make competence a criterion for
political judgment.

Fourth, it engages the judiciary. Courts are increasingly called upon to
interpret the constitutional limits of political authority amid democratic
strain. Questions about electoral integrity, institutional boundaries, and
fundamental rights are likely to intensify. By articulating the conditions of
legitimate governance, this work contributes to the broader interpretive
framework for such decisions (Dworkin 1986; Waldron 2016).

Structure of the Book

The book builds a cumulative argument that progresses from normative
foundations to institutional design, from governance practice to systemic
complexity, and ultimately to democratic renewal.

Part I (Chapters 1-8) lays the foundations for popular sovereignty and
democratic legitimacy, tracing the historical and conceptual transfor-
mation of authority from divine or dynastic rule to government by the
people.

Part IT (Chapters 9-12) elaborates on the philosophical architecture of
democracy, examining theories of freedom, pluralism, public reason, and
political judgment.

Part III (Chapters 13-18) applies these principles to institutional design,
examining how constitutional arrangements influence incentives, ac-
countability, and system resilience.

Part IV (Chapters 19-22) focuses on governance in practice, analyzing how
institutions operate in real-world contexts and how ethical responsibility
is exercised within those contexts.

Part V (Chapters 23-25) addresses systemic complexity, including inter-
actions between domestic and global governance structures.

Part VI (Chapters 26-30) focuses on democratic renewal by integrating
leadership competence, institutional reform, and civic regeneration into
a forward-looking framework.

Across these six parts, the book advances a unified thesis: democratic legit-
imacy is not secured at a single constitutional moment but depends on the
ongoing alignment of principles, institutions, leadership, and citizenship
across evolving systems of governance.

How to Read This Book

This book does not prescribe what readers should think; it clarifies what
democratic leadership requires. It is intended to serve as both a conceptual
framework and an analytical tool.
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Each chapter begins with a statement about democratic competence—not
as an ideological claim but as a reference point. Readers are invited to
assess whether political authority is exercised with the understanding
and restraint that democratic legitimacy requires.

The structure allows multiple entry points. Readers may begin with
philosophological foundations, institutional design, or governance prac-
tice. Nevertheless, the argument is cumulative: later chapters build on
earlier conceptual groundwork.

Throughout, the emphasis is on translating theory into judgment. Political
ideas matter not as abstract doctrines but as practical guides for how
power is exercised, contested, and limited.

A Final Word

This book does not assume that democratic leaders must be philosophers
or that formal education alone ensures sound judgment. It does, however,
insist that ignorance is incompatible with responsible governance.

At a time when democratic systems face pressure not only from external
threats but also from internal distortions, reconnecting political lead-
ership to the intellectual and ethical foundations of democracy is no
longer optional—it is essential. Ultimately, it is a condition for democratic
survival.



Part I.

FOUNDATIONS OF
POPULAR
SOVEREIGNTY AND
DEMOCRATIC
AUTHORITY



Part I lays the normative and institutional foundations of democratic
authority. It begins with a premise that is both simple and historically
transformative: political power is legitimate only when it emanates from
the people, a principle that all sovereignty rests with the people. Popular
sovereignty marks a decisive break with forms of government grounded
in divine sanction, hereditary privilege, or coercive domination. Yet once
sovereignty is located in the people, a fundamental problem emerges:
how can collective self-government be organized, limited, and sustained
without undermining the very authority from which it derives?

The emergence of democratic authority is inseparable from the histori-
cal processes that institutionalized consent. Revolutions, founding char-
ters, and constitutions transformed the abstract principle of popular
sovereignty into enduring frameworks of governance. Through legal cod-
ification, representative institutions, and procedural safeguards, the will
of the people was converted from a normative aspiration into structured
authority. For consent to endure, however, it must not only be estab-
lished but also continuously reproduced through practices that render it
intelligible, effective, and legitimate.

At the same time, democratic systems have always developed amid un-
certainty, conflict, and vulnerability. Periods of crisis—whether economic,
social, or geopolitical —often prompt demands for concentrated author-
ity and decisive leadership. The tension between freedom and security,
and between self-government and the desire for order, is therefore not
incidental but constitutive of democratic life. Constitutionalism is a disci-
plined response to this tension. It does not negate popular sovereignty; it
structures it. Authority must be exercised within legal limits, and power
must remain accountable to those in whose name it is exercised. The
separation of powers, checks and balances, and judicial oversight are
thus not external constraints on democracy but internal conditions of its
durability.

Democratic authority is further shaped by the problem of pluralism. In
complex societies, “the people” do not constitute a unified will but rather
a plurality of interests, identities, and normative commitments. Represen-
tation is the institutional mechanism that translates this plurality into
collective decision-making. Properly understood, representation does not
diminish sovereignty; it renders it operative. It enables political leaders to
navigate the tension between responsiveness and responsibility—between
reflecting preferences and exercising judgment within constitutional lim-
its.

Within this framework, political parties play a central institutional role.
They organize political competition, articulate alternatives, and medi-
ate between society and the state. More fundamentally, they serve as
guardians of democratic authority by shaping how political leadership
is selected, trained, and evaluated. Through these processes, parties in-
fluence the level of knowledge and competence brought to the exercise
of public power. Their role is therefore not merely procedural but also
normative. Accepting electoral defeat, recognizing legitimate opposition,
and adhering to constitutional limits are not formalities; they express
a deeper commitment to the principles that sustain democratic author-
ity. When parties fail in this role, democratic systems become vulnera-
ble to the personalization of power, institutional erosion, and factional
radicalization—conditions under which the logic of “might makes right”
begins to displace constitutional governance.!

! One of the least discussed yet most important democratic virtues is the capacity to lose.
Democratic systems endure not because every political actor prevails, but because competi-
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Finally, democratic governance rests on an irreducible foundation of judg-
ment. Popular sovereignty presupposes not only participation but also
informed, responsible judgment. Public deliberation requires shared stan-
dards of truth, accountable communication, and leadership capable of
addressing complexity without distorting it. In this sense, the compe-
tence of political leadership—understood as knowledge in its broadest
sense—becomes integral to democratic authority. Leaders must not only
reflect public preferences but also interpret them within a framework of
constitutional principles, empirical realities, and ethical constraints.

This moral dimension takes on particular urgency in the present moment.
The expansion of plebiscitary politics, the fragmentation of information
environments, and the erosion of shared factual reference points place in-
creasing strain on democratic institutions. Under these circumstances, the
integrity of public discourse becomes inseparable from that of democratic
authority. When communication is detached from truth and leadership
prioritizes mobilization over understanding, citizens' capacity to exercise
sovereignty meaningfully diminishes.

Part I advances a cumulative argument. Popular sovereignty is the source
of legitimate authority, but it is not self-executing. It must be institu-
tionalized through constitutional design, mediated by representation and
political parties, constrained by law, and sustained by civic responsibility
and leadership competence. Democracy begins with the recognition that
authority belongs to the people; it endures only when that authority is
structured, disciplined, and exercised within a framework that integrates
institutional constraints, accountability, and informed judgment.

tors remain committed to constitutional rules even when electoral outcomes disappoint
their preferences and ambitions. This norm faces mounting pressure in today’s digital
environments. Social media platforms, partisan information ecosystems, and algorithmi-
cally amplified political messaging often cast elections in existential terms. Opponents are
portrayed not merely as rivals with different policy views but as threats to the nation’s
future, fundamental values, or collective identity. When political competition is framed
this way, electoral defeat can feel less like a temporary setback and more like a permanent
loss of status, security, or belonging. Under such conditions, the democratic discipline
of accepting defeat becomes harder to sustain. Citizens and leaders may be tempted to
question electoral outcomes, reject opponents’ legitimacy, or view constitutional restraints
as obstacles to political survival. Yet democracy depends precisely on political actors’
willingness to accept that no victory is permanent and no defeat is final. Political parties
play a crucial role in preserving this norm. They can strengthen democratic resilience by
preparing supporters for the possibility of defeat, affirming the legitimacy of constitutional
procedures, rejecting unfounded claims of electoral fraud, and emphasizing that political
change remains possible through future elections. In doing so, parties help shift political
competition from a zero-sum struggle to an ongoing process of democratic contestation.
Rituals of concession are especially important in this regard. Concession speeches, public
recognition of electoral results, orderly transfers of authority, and symbolic affirmations
of constitutional loyalty serve purposes that go beyond political etiquette. They remind
citizens that allegiance to democratic institutions must ultimately transcend allegiance to
any particular leader, party, or faction. In polarized societies, these rituals help preserve
trust, normalize peaceful transitions, and reaffirm that the system’s legitimacy does not
depend on the victory of one’s preferred side.

11



Popular Sovereignty as the
Source of Legitimate Power

A democratically competent political leader must begin with a foun-
dational premise: all legitimate political authority originates with the
people. Office, law, force, tradition, and even electoral victory may gener-
ate power, but they do not, in themselves, confer legitimacy. The central
task of democratic leadership is therefore to distinguish between holding
power and being authorized to exercise it—and to act consistently with
that distinction.

Authority and Power: A Foundational Distinction

Political communities cannot function without power. Decisions must
be made, conflicts resolved, rules enforced, and collective goals pursued.
Yet political thought has long insisted on distinguishing de facto control
from rightful rule. Democracy depends on preserving that distinction.

Power may be seized, inherited, delegated, or legally acquired. By contrast,

authority requires justification. In democratic systems, that justification

rests on a single principle: ultimate sovereignty resides with the people.

Governments do not own political power; they exercise it conditionally,

within limits, and subject to withdrawal (Vitoria 1991[1528-1539];Rousseau
1997[1762]; Kelsen 1945).

The modern concept of sovereignty took shape in early modern politi-
cal thought, particularly through the contrasting contributions of Jean
Bodin and Johannes Althusius. Bodin defined sovereignty as the supreme,
per perpetual, and indivisible authority within a political community
(Bodin 1992[1576/1586]). By contrast, Althusius developed a conception
of authority grounded in association and shared governance, in which
sovereignty arises from the consent of communities and is distributed
across multiple levels (Althusius 1995[1603/1614]).

This divergence remains foundational. Bodin clarified the unity and co-
herence of sovereign authority, while Vitoria emphasized the community
as the original bearer of political power and Althusius anticipated the
institutional distribution of sovereignty across multiple levels of gover-
nance. Modern democratic constitutionalism synthesizes these traditions:
sovereignty is unified in source, ultimately located in the people, yet
plural in its institutional expression.

The failure to maintain the distinction between power and legitimacy
remains a persistent danger. Electoral mandates are often treated as un-
conditional authorization, legal office as a moral entitlement, and majority
support as equivalent to sovereignty. Democratic competence requires
resisting these conflations.

Civic Foundations, Popular Sovereignty, and the Common Good




1. Popular Sovereignty as the Source of Legitimate Power

The normative roots of popular sovereignty trace back to classical political
thought. Aristotle locates political authority within the polis, understood
as a community oriented toward the common good (Aristotle ca. 350
BCE/1998). Rule is legitimate only insofar as it serves the shared interests
of the political community rather than the private interests of rulers.

This principle holds that authority is purposive. It exists to advance the
public good and remains accountable to the community it governs. When
leaders equate the state with themselves or their supporters, they depart
from the civic logic underpinning democratic legitimacy.

Between classical political thought and the emergence of modern demo-
cratic theory, the sixteenth-century Spanish theologian and jurist Fran-
cisco de Vitoria laid important foundations for popular sovereignty. Writ-
ing within the natural law tradition, Vitoria argued that political authority
does not originate in rulers themselves but in the political community (res
publica), which possesses authority prior to and independent of those who
govern. While all legitimate authority ultimately derives from natural law,
rulers exercise power only because the community entrusts it to them
(Vitoria 1991[1528-1539]; Brett 2011).

This insight marked a significant departure from dynastic and absolutist
conceptions of rule. For Vitoria, political power belongs originally to the
community and only derivatively to magistrates and governors. Govern-
ment therefore has a fiduciary character: rulers hold authority in trust
for the common good rather than as a form of personal ownership. He
further maintained that communities can determine their own political
arrangements and that collective decisions may legitimately be made by
majority judgment rather than by unanimity (Vitoria 1991{1528-1539];
Brett 2011).

Although Vitoria wrote centuries before the rise of modern democracy,
his work established an important intellectual bridge between medieval
constitutional traditions and later doctrines of popular sovereignty. His
conception of authority as delegated, conditional, and oriented toward
the common good anticipates many principles that later became central
to constitutional government and democratic legitimacy.

The Democratic Recasting of Sovereignty

The decisive transformation occurs within modern democratic thought.
Rousseau argued that sovereignty resides with the people and cannot be
alienated; law is legitimate only when those subject to it regard themselves
as its authors (Rousseau 1997[1762]).

While Rousseau emphasized the indivisibility of sovereignty, subsequent
constitutional practice has shown that authority can be institutionally
distributed without losing its normative unity. Federal systems demon-
strate that sovereignty can be exercised across levels while remaining
grounded in a common source (Elazar 1987).

Rousseau’s enduring contribution is the principle of collective self-legislation.
Sovereignty expresses political equality rather than domination. Lead-
ers who invoke “the will of the people” while dismantling institutional
constraints appropriate the language of sovereignty while violating its
substance.

Carl Schmitt’s analysis further clarifies the risks inherent in this ten-
sion. By defining sovereignty as the power to decide the exception, he
shows how crises can facilitate the concentration of authority (Schmitt
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2005[1922]). Democratic leadership must therefore ensure that excep-
tional measures remain limited, justified, and accountable.

Legality and Legitimacy

Modern democracies institutionalize popular sovereignty through consti-
tutions, representation, judicial review, and elections. These structures
establish legality, yet legality alone does not exhaust legitimacy.

A law may be valid yet unjust; an office may be lawfully held yet misused.
This gap is evident in forms of “electoral authoritarianism,” where insti-
tutions persist even as their substance is hollowed out (Schedler 2013;
V-Dem Institute 2023).

Dicey emphasized that the rule of law entails restraint and accountability
(Dicey 1982[1885]). Kelsen conceptualized law as a hierarchical system
of norms (Kelsen 1945). Fuller argued that law loses authority when it
becomes an instrument of arbitrary power (Fuller 1964). Habermas further
maintained that legitimacy depends on citizens’ ability to participate in
lawmaking under conditions of reasoned public discourse (Habermas
1996).

For democratic leadership, the implication is clear: acting within the law
is necessary but not sufficient. Authority must remain aligned with the
principles that justify it.

Representation and the Plural Sovereign

In complex societies, popular sovereignty requires representation. Rep-
resentation transforms the people from a transient aggregation into a
durable political subject capable of sustained judgment (Urbinati 2006).

A leader who understands popular sovereignty recognizes that dissent is
not a threat to authority but a condition of its legitimacy. Indeed, dissent
is the foundation of checks and balances and countervailing powers—an
indispensable safeguard against democratic erosion. To govern demo-
cratically is not to eliminate conflict but to institutionalize it within fair,
accountable frameworks.

Leaders who equate opposition with disloyalty or criticism with sab-
otage reveal a conception of authority incompatible with democratic
sovereignty. Representing “the people” does not mean representing only
one’s supporters. The sovereign people include minorities, opponents,
and future generations.

Consent as Revocable and Authority as Stewardship

At the core of popular sovereignty lies the principle of revocable consent.
Democratic authority is conditional and subject to withdrawal. Elections
institutionalize this principle, as do constitutional limits, judicial oversight,
and civil society’s role.

Leadership must therefore be understood as stewardship. Power is exer-
cised temporarily and remains accountable to both constitutional insti-
tutions and the broader civic community. This understanding has deep
historical roots. Vitoria argued that political authority is entrusted to
rulers for the community’s benefit and that government exists to pursue
the common good rather than the private interests of those who govern
(Vitoria 1991[1528-1539]). Democratic leadership extends this principle
by treating public office as a temporary fiduciary responsibility rather
than a permanent entitlement.

14
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Governing democratically requires restraint, humility, and respect for in-
stitutional limits. Yet democratic authority has not evolved solely through
charters, constitutions, or elite institutional design. Throughout history,
democratic norms and rights have also been forged through social strug-
gle: popular mobilizations, labor movements, civil resistance campaigns,
suffrage movements, anti-colonial struggles, and other forms of collective
action that pressured institutions to expand inclusion and accountabil-
ity.

Democratic competence is therefore not learned exclusively within for-
mal government offices. It also develops through civic participation and
public contestation. Societies often cultivate democratic maturity through
experiences of negotiation, protest, compromise, and institutional reform
generated from below. In this sense, democracy is a continuous process
of “learning by struggle,” through which citizens, parties, unions, social
movements, and institutions gradually internalize the norms of plural-
ism, mutual recognition, and constitutional restraint. Extra-institutional
pressure has historically played a crucial corrective role by exposing exclu-
sions, demanding accountability, and compelling governing institutions
to adapt to evolving understandings of justice and representation.

At the same time, democratic leadership requires the capacity to channel
social conflict into constitutional processes rather than allowing it to
devolve into permanent destabilization or coercive confrontation. The
challenge of democratic stewardship is therefore not the suppression
of political struggle but its institutionalization within a framework that
preserves both political freedom and constitutional continuity.

Why This Competency Comes First

All subsequent dimensions of democratic competence presuppose a clear
understanding of popular sovereignty. When this foundation is misun-
derstood, democratic decline rarely occurs abruptly; it emerges gradually
through normalized overreach and the redefinition of authority.

Democratic leadership, therefore, begins with a commitment to popu-
lar sovereignty as an operational principle. Leaders must understand
themselves not as holders of power but as its temporary custodians.
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Revolutions, Charters, and the
Institutionalization of Consent

If popular sovereignty establishes the origin of legitimate authority, his-
tory shows it does not, by itself, secure its preservation. The claim that
power belongs to the people has repeatedly surfaced at moments of
rupture—when rulers governed without meaningful consent and when
institutions failed to restrain them. Democratic leadership competence
therefore requires not only conceptual clarity but also historical under-
standing. Leaders must grasp how democratic authority has been institu-
tionalized through conflict, negotiation, and the deliberate limitation of
power.

From medieval charters to modern revolutions, constitutional develop-
ment has been driven less by abstract idealism than by practical efforts
to prevent abuse. Across these episodes, a consistent lesson emerges:
authority becomes—and remains—legitimate only when constrained.!

The Magna Carta and the Principle of Limited Rule

The Magna Carta of 1215 is often cited as an early milestone in consti-
tutional development. Although it arose from a narrow conflict among
elites, its enduring significance lies in the principle it articulated: the ruler
is subject to the law (Magna Carta 1998[1215]).

For the first time in Western constitutional history, a monarch formally
acknowledged limits on his authority. King John accepted that certain
actions could not be exercised at will. Authority was no longer indistin-
guishable from discretion.

This development marked the gradual emergence of limited government
as a normative expectation (Skinner 1997). For democratic leadership,

! Discussions of sovereignty often emphasize Jean Bodin’s defense of centralized authority,
yet an alternative tradition emerged in the work of Johannes Althusius (1557-1638). Writing
at the beginning of the seventeenth century, Althusius developed a theory of political
order grounded in consociation—the idea that political communities are formed through
cooperation among families, guilds, municipalities, provinces, and other associations rather
than by concentrating power in a single sovereign authority. For Althusius, legitimate
government depended on the distribution of authority across multiple levels of social and
political organization. Power was shared, negotiated, and exercised through a network
of autonomous communities linked by mutual obligations. This approach anticipated
several principles commonly associated with modern federalism, including subsidiarity,
divided authority, territorial pluralism, and the balance between common governance
and local self-government. Although separated by centuries from contemporary federal
systems, Althusius’s thought remains an important early attempt to reconcile political
unity with diversity through institutional design rather than centralized control. His work
reminds us that constitutional restraint can be achieved not only by limiting power but
also by distributing it. The implications of these ideas are examined in greater detail later
in the book, particularly in the chapters on federalism, layered sovereignty, and multilevel
democratic governance.
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the lesson is fundamental: constraints are not external restrictions on
authority; rather, they are conditions of its legitimacy.

The Act of Abjuration and Conditional Sovereignty

A more explicit articulation of popular sovereignty appeared in the Dutch
Act of Abjuration (1581). By renouncing allegiance to Philip II, the Dutch
provinces, led by William of Orange, the founder of the present “House
of Orange” (the Dutch monarchy), asserted that rulers who violate their
obligations forfeit their authority.

This act reframed sovereignty as conditional. Authority no longer rested
on divine right or hereditary entitlement but on the ruler’s fulfillment of
responsibilities to the governed (Dunn 1969).

This principle anticipates what Richard Tuck later described as the “sleep-
ing sovereign”: the people remain the ultimate source of authority, even
when governance is delegated to institutions (Tuck 2016). Sovereignty is
not exercised continuously, yet it remains the ultimate standard by which
authority is judged.

For contemporary leadership, the implication is clear: legitimacy is sus-
tained by conduct. Leaders who undermine rights or accountability erode
the consent on which their authority depends.

The American and French Revolutions: Codifying Consent

The American and French Revolutions transformed these principles into
explicit constitutional doctrine. The American Declaration of Indepen-
dence affirms that governments derive their power from the consent of
the governed, whereas the French Declaration locates sovereignty in the
nation (United States 1776; France 1789).

What distinguishes these revolutions is their commitment to institution-
alizing consent. Written constitutions, separation of powers, and declara-
tions of rights were designed to ensure that sovereignty would endure
beyond periods of political mobilization (Rakove 1997; Hamilton, Madison,
and Jay 2003[1788][).

Consent was no longer episodic; it became embedded in durable institu-
tional arrangements.

Constitutionalism as a Discipline of Power

Across these developments, constitutionalism emerges as the mechanism
that stabilizes sovereignty, transforming abstract authority into structured
governance.

As Flazar argues, constitutional orders bind rulers and the ruled within a
shared legal framework that cannot be altered unilaterally (Elazar 1987).
This distinguishes constitutional systems from regimes where authority
remains discretionary.

This distinction remains critical. Leaders who invoke “the will of the
people” to bypass legislatures, weaken courts, or erode institutional checks
invert the logic of democratic development. Democratic authority was
institutionalized not to concentrate power in a single office or faction but
to prevent the unchecked concentration of power.

Leadership, Historical Understanding, and Democratic Fragility

Democratic competence requires historical awareness. Institutions are
not arbitrary constructs; they are responses to recurring patterns of over-
reach and domination. When leaders dismiss constitutional constraints as
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outdated or inefficient, they risk dismantling safeguards whose necessity
was learned through crisis.

Frameworks such as the Political Party Leadership Code (PPLC) and the
Leadership Scoring Metric (LSM) emphasize that leadership evaluation
must include an understanding of constitutional principles and histor-
ical development (Galifanes and Klinkers 2026c). Political parties, as
gatekeepers of leadership, are responsible for ensuring that candidates
understand not only how to win power but also why it must be restrained
once obtained.

Why This History Endures

These historical developments are not merely descriptive; they are in-
structive. Democracy was built through deliberate efforts to limit power
and institutionalize consent.

To govern democratically, therefore, is to govern with historical aware-
ness. Legitimacy is not sustained by invoking “the people” but by re-
specting the institutional forms that have made their authority durable.
Consent must be structured, sovereignty must be mediated, and power
must be restrained. Only under these conditions can democratic authority
endure.
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Fear, Authority, and the
Hobbesian Temptation

The preceding chapters established popular sovereignty as the normative
source of democratic authority and traced its institutionalization through
charters, revolutions, and constitutional development. Yet these achieve-
ments do not resolve a more fundamental and enduring problem: how
can political authority be sustained when trust collapses and fear comes
to dominate public life?

This chapter addresses that problem. A democratically competent leader
must understand fear’s role in constructing authority while resisting its
transformation into a permanent instrument of domination. The political
theory of Thomas Hobbes offers a critical point of departure. His account
of authority as a response to disorder remains one of the most powerful—
and most troubling—foundations of modern political thought.

Fear and the Foundations of Authority

Few thinkers have shaped the modern understanding of political au-
thority as profoundly as Thomas Hobbes. Writing during the English
Civil War, Hobbes confronted a situation in which institutional order had
collapsed, violence had become pervasive, and mutual trust had disinte-
grated. Leviathan (1651) is best understood as a response to this acute
insecurity (Hobbes 1996[1651]; Tuck 2002). Hobbes begins with a stark
account of human vulnerability. In the absence of a common authority,
individuals live in a state of formal equality marked by mutual insecu-
rity. Each can threaten the other, and each is driven by the imperative
of self-preservation. Under such conditions, cooperation is unstable, and
conflict is rational. The result is a state of generalized fear in which, as
Hobbes famously describes it, life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short” (Hobbes 1996[1651]).

From this diagnosis follows a radical conclusion: political order requires
the construction of an authority capable of enforcing peace. Individuals,
motivated by fear of violent death, collectively authorize a sovereign
power to impose order. In this account, authority is neither inherited nor
divinely ordained, nor does it depend on moral excellence. It is constructed
through consent in conditions of necessity. This insight marks a decisive
break with earlier traditions. Hobbes grounds authority not in virtue,
tradition, or divine sanction, but in a rational response to insecurity.
In this sense, his theory is a foundational moment in modern political
thought: authority is justified by its capacity to secure order.!

! The enduring relevance of Hobbes lies not only in his analysis of physical insecurity but
also in the broader political dynamics that fear itself produces. In contemporary societies,
fear is often linked less to immediate violent conflict than to economic precarity, inequality,
social dislocation, and the perceived loss of status or opportunity. Periods of economic
instability, rapid technological change, or widening inequality can produce collective
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The Democratic Ambivalence of Hobbesian Authority

Despite its modern character, Hobbes’s theory introduces a profound ten-
sion with democratic principles. Although authority originates in consent,
it is not meaningfully constrained by those who grant it. Once established,
the sovereign stands above the law it enforces and is not subject to ongo-
ing accountability. In Hobbes’s framework, the people are the authors of
authority but not its ongoing judges. Resistance is delegitimized because it
threatens a return to the very condition—violent disorder—that originally
justified the creation of authority. Fear, which motivates the initial act of
consent, becomes the enduring basis for obedience.

Democratic leadership creates structural ambivalence. Hobbes identifies
a genuine and persistent problem: without enforceable authority, political
order cannot be sustained. Law without the capacity to enforce remains
aspirational rather than effective. Leaders who ignore this reality risk
presiding over fragmentation, institutional decay, and erosion of public
trust.

At the same time, Hobbes reveals a persistent temptation. Fear can be
invoked not only to establish authority but also to expand and entrench
it. Leaders may appeal to threats—internal or external, real or exagger-
ated—to justify concentrating power and weakening institutional con-
straints. Under such conditions, authority ceases to be a response to
insecurity and becomes a mechanism for its political exploitation.

Fear as a Political Resource

Modern political systems continue to operate amid the tension Hobbes
identified. Fear remains a powerful force shaping political behavior among
citizens and leaders alike. It can mobilize support, justify extraordinary
measures, and reorder political priorities.

Carl Schmitt’s later analysis reinforces this dynamic. By defining the
political in terms of the existential friend-enemy distinction, he highlights
how perceptions of threat can structure political authority and legitimize
exceptional measures (Schmitt 2007[1932]). In such contexts, the boundary
between protection and domination becomes increasingly unstable.

Historical experience shows how readily fear can be instrumentalized.
Appeals to security—whether framed as national survival, public order,
cultural identity, or economic stability—have often been used to justify
the erosion of democratic safeguards. What begins as a crisis response
can evolve into a lasting expansion of executive authority.

For democratic leadership, the challenge is therefore not to eliminate
fear—which is neither possible nor desirable—but to prevent it from be-
coming the primary source of legitimacy.

anxiety that mirrors the insecurity Hobbes associated with the state of nature. Under such
conditions, citizens may be more willing to trade institutional safeguards for promises
of order, protection, or economic restoration. This dynamic helps explain the modern
“Hobbesian temptation” evident in many contemporary democracies. Populist leaders
often mobilize economic fear and social resentment to justify concentrating executive
power, weakening institutional checks, or delegitimizing independent media, courts, and
opposition parties. Appeals to national emergency, economic survival, or civilizational
decline can create a political climate in which constitutional constraints seem secondary
to demands for decisive action. In such contexts, insecurity becomes not merely a social
condition but a political resource that can reshape public attitudes toward authority. Yet
the lesson of constitutional democracy is that fear alone cannot provide a stable foundation
for legitimate governance. While political order requires security, democratic systems must
also prevent insecurity from becoming a permanent pretext for eroding accountability
and institutional restraint. The challenge for modern democracies is therefore not merely
to maintain order but to address the economic and social conditions that leave citizens
vulnerable to authoritarian appeals.
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Constitutionalism as a Response to the Hobbesian Problem

Modern constitutionalism can be understood, in part, as an attempt to
resolve the Hobbesian dilemma without accepting its authoritarian con-
clusion. Thinkers such as John Locke and Montesquieu sought to preserve
the necessity of authority while subjecting it to limits.

Locke reintroduced the principle of conditional authority. In his account,
government is established to protect natural rights, and its legitimacy
depends on fulfilling that function. When it fails to do so, the people retain
the right to withdraw their consent (Locke 1988[1689]). Thus, authority
is both necessary and revocable.

Montesquieu translated this logic into institutional design. By advocating
the separation of powers, he sought to prevent the concentration of
authority Hobbes had treated as unavoidable. In this framework, power
must be structured to limit itself (Montesquieu 1989[1748]).

These developments do not reject Hobbes’s insight; they respond to
it. They acknowledge that fear and insecurity can generate demands
for authority, while insisting that such authority must be constrained,
accountable, and subject to revision.

Democratic Leadership Under Conditions of Fear

For contemporary democratic leaders, the Hobbesian legacy demands
both realism and restraint. Fear is an inescapable part of political life,
especially in times of crisis—whether arising from conflict, economic
instability, technological disruption, or social fragmentation.

The task of democratic leadership is not to deny or suppress fear but to
govern it. This requires transforming insecurity into structured, account-
able authority rather than letting it justify unchecked power.

Leaders who rely primarily on fear to maintain authority may achieve
short-term stability, but they undermine the foundations of democratic le-
gitimacy. When citizens are mobilized by anxiety rather than by informed
judgment, consent becomes fragile and vulnerable to manipulation. Over
time, this erodes trust, weakens institutions, and constrains the space for
democratic deliberation (Habermas 1989).

Democratic competence, therefore, requires the capacity to respond to
crisis without abandoning principle—to act decisively without dissolving
constraints and to provide security without subordinating liberty.

The Hobbesian Temptation

The enduring relevance of Hobbes lies not only in his diagnosis of dis-
order but also in the temptation inherent in his solution. In moments
of uncertainty, concentrating power can seem rational and necessary.
Citizens may accept, and even demand, such concentration in exchange
for security.

The test of democratic leadership lies precisely here. It is not whether
leaders can mobilize fear, but whether they can resist its political exploita-
tion. It is not whether authority can be strengthened, but whether it can
be strengthened without losing its democratic character.

Conclusion: Governing Within the Dilemma

The Hobbesian dilemma cannot be resolved once and for all. It is a per-
manent feature of political life. Fear will continue to shape the conditions
under which authority is exercised, and crises will continue to test the
limits of democratic systems.
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The question is therefore not whether fear can be eliminated but how it
is managed. Democratic leadership competence requires recognizing that
authority must be strong enough to maintain order yet limited enough
to remain legitimate. It also requires transforming fear into institutional
stability without allowing it to become the basis of domination. Where
fear is disciplined by constitutional constraints, democratic authority can
endure. Where fear becomes the primary source of legitimacy, democracy
gradually yields to its opposite.
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Constitutionalism: Binding
Power to Law and
Accountability

If Hobbes explains why authority is necessary, constitutionalism explains
why it must be limited—through clear, coherent, accessible, and publicly
acceptable rules.

Modern constitutional thought emerged from the recognition that uncon-
strained power—however justified by appeals to order, fear, or necessity—
ultimately undermines its legitimacy. From the seventeenth century on-
ward, constitutional traditions did not reject authority; they sought to
discipline it. Their central aim has been to transform power into account-
able governance by binding it to law, institutional constraints, and public
justification.

From Authorization to Limitation

John Locke’s response to Hobbes marks a decisive shift. While accepting
the necessity of political authority to secure life, liberty, and property,
Locke rejects the idea that consent extinguishes judgment. In Locke’s
account, government is fiduciary: power is entrusted, not absolutely
transferred. Authority remains conditional on the purposes for which it
was granted and may be withdrawn when those purposes are violated
(Locke 1988[1689]).

This reconceptualization reframes consent from a founding act into an
ongoing condition of legitimacy. Sovereignty remains with the people
not only in origin but also in principle and in judgment.

Montesquieu translates this normative insight into institutional design.
Because political actors are fallible and prone to overreach, liberty depends
less on their virtue than on the structures in which they operate. Power
must therefore be divided so that it checks itself—"power checks power”
(Montesquieu 1989[1748]). The separation of legislative, executive, and
judicial functions is thus not an obstacle to effective governance but its
precondition.

Together, Locke and Montesquieu lay the dual foundation of constitu-
tional democracy: authority derives from the people and is constrained
by institutional design.

Constitutionalism as Democratic Self-Binding

Constitutionalism marks a clear departure from fear as the organizing
principle of political order. While Hobbes locates stability in concentrated
authority, constitutional democracy seeks legitimacy through predictabil-
ity, the protection of rights, and procedural fairness. Citizens comply not
merely because authority is strong but because it is rule-bound.
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At its core lies a productive paradox: the people are sovereign, yet they
bind themselves. Constitutions institutionalize this self-binding by setting
limits on what governments—and even majorities—may do. This is not a
contradiction but a solution to a persistent danger: the tendency of power,
even when democratically authorized, to become arbitrary.

As James Madison famously observed, “If men were angels, no government
would be necessary” (Madison, Hamilton, and Jay 2003[1788]). Because
they are not angels, constitutional constraints are indispensable, protect-
ing against both the excesses of rulers and the volatility of majorities.

Contemporary theory has deepened this insight. Scholars such as Jon
Elster (2000) and Cass Sunstein (2001) describe constitutions as mecha-
nisms of collective precommitment: societies bind themselves in advance
to guard against foreseeable failures of judgment. In this sense, constitu-
tionalism organizes power over time by constraining present choices in
light of anticipated risks.

Legitimacy in Pluralist Societies

Modern constitutionalism must also confront a condition largely absent
from earlier theories: Deep, enduring pluralism. Without shared moral or
philosophical foundations, legitimacy cannot rest solely on substantive
agreement.

John Rawls offers a compelling response. In Political Liberalism, he argues
that constitutional essentials—such as basic rights, fair political participa-
tion, and the rule of law—must be justifiable to citizens with diverse and
often conflicting doctrines (Rawls 1993). Legitimacy arises from what he
calls an “overlapping consensus,” in which different perspectives converge
to support shared principles for distinct reasons.

Jurgen Habermas complements this approach by shifting attention from
outcomes to processes. In his discourse theory, democratic legitimacy
depends on the quality of public reasoning that both forms and justi-
fies laws (Habermas 1989). Law is legitimate not only when it follows
correct procedures but also when it can be traced to inclusive, reasoned
deliberation among citizens treated as equals.

These perspectives extend classical constitutionalism by showing that
limits on power are not merely constraints but conditions for sustain-
ing cooperation among free and equal citizens in the face of persistent
disagreement.

The Rule of Law and Its Limits

The rule of law is the operational core of constitutionalism. Author-
ity must be exercised through general, publicly known, and predictable
rules that apply equally to all; no individual stands above the law (Dicey
1982[1885)).

Yet legality is not self-sustaining. Institutional form can persist even as
constitutional substance erodes. Laws may be selectively applied, proce-
dures manipulated, and accountability mechanisms weakened without a
formal rupture.

Fuller’s concept of the “internal morality of law” clarifies this fragility.
Law loses legitimacy when it fails to meet basic criteria of coherence,
generality, transparency, and consistency (Fuller 1964). In such conditions,
legality becomes a facade masking arbitrary power.

From Formal to Substantive Constitutionalism
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Constitutions are not static texts but evolving systems of meaning. Their
resilience depends on continuous interpretation, contestation, and adap-
tation.

Tushnet’s distinction between “thin” and “thick” constitutionalism cap-
tures this dynamic (Tushnet 2009). Thin constitutionalism emphasizes
formal rule compliance, whereas thick constitutionalism encompasses the
broader ecosystem of norms, practices, and political culture that sustain
constitutional order.

This distinction highlights a central insight: institutions function effec-
tively only when their underlying principles are internalized. Constitu-
tionalism cannot be secured by design alone; it depends on how power is
understood and exercised in practice.

Processes of social learning are therefore critical. Value change emerges
from reflection shaped by generational dynamics and social conditions
(Inglehart 1997), and critical reflection enables individuals and societies to
revise their interpretive frameworks (Mezirow 1991). Even less formalized
accounts, such as van Spengler’s (1994) emphasis on structured value
learning, point in the same direction: constitutional resilience depends
on the capacity to sustain and reinterpret normative commitments over
time.!

Procedural Authoritarianism and Gradual Erosion

When such internalization weakens, constitutional systems become vul-
nerable to gradual erosion. Democratic institutions may remain formally
intact—elections are held, courts function, and laws are enacted—while
accountability is progressively eroded.

This condition may be described as procedural authoritarianism. It unfolds
incrementally: executives expand exceptional powers, legislatures fail
to exercise oversight, judicial independence is constrained, and scrutiny
mechanisms are weakened. Each step may appear legally justified in
isolation, yet cumulatively they shift the constitutional balance.

The danger lies in this gradualism. What erodes is not legality but legiti-
macy.

Beyond Classical Checks and Balances

1This process of democratic learning now unfolds within a communication environment
fundamentally different from that of earlier constitutional democracies. The speed of digi-
tal communication, social media platforms, and continuous twenty-four-hour news cycles
accelerate political perception and emotional reactions, increasing pressure on democratic
restraint. Crises, controversies, and political conflicts are experienced in real time and
amplified by algorithms that reward immediacy, outrage, and emotional intensity. Under
such conditions, constitutional procedures—which are intentionally deliberative, con-
strained, and often slow—can appear ineffective or weak to anxious publics seeking rapid
responses to perceived threats. This dynamic intensifies the modern “Hobbesian tempta-
tion” In moments of heightened insecurity or polarization, digitally accelerated politics can
breed impatience with institutional checks, legal procedures, and negotiated compromise.
Leaders who promise immediate action, simplified solutions, or unconstrained executive
authority may therefore seem more appealing than institutions designed to slow political
power and subject it to scrutiny. The very features that make constitutional democracy
resilient—deliberation, separation of powers, judicial review, procedural safeguards, and
plural negotiation—can be reframed in high-speed political environments as obstacles
rather than protections. For this reason, democratic resilience increasingly depends not
only on constitutional design but also on civic capacities for reflection, patience, and
critical media literacy. Social learning processes must help citizens distinguish between
the urgency of public emotion and the longer temporal rhythms required for constitu-
tional governance. Sustaining democratic authority in the digital age therefore requires
preserving the legitimacy of institutional restraint, even in political cultures shaped by
immediacy, acceleration, and constant informational pressure.
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These developments reveal a limitation of classical constitutional design.
The separation of powers secures horizontal accountability but is less
effective when institutional actors converge or fail in concert.

In response, contemporary proposals seek to expand the constitutional ar-
chitecture. The Ombudsman Council, conceived as a Quarta Politica, is one
such innovation: an independent fourth branch dedicated to safeguarding
citizens against systemic abuses of power (Galifianes and Klinkers 2025a;
2026d). By embedding continuous, citizen-centered oversight, it aims to
address gaps in traditional checks and balances.

Leadership and Constitutional Responsibility

For political leaders, constitutionalism imposes substantive obligations. It
requires not only formal compliance but also a principled commitment to
institutional restraint.

Within the Political Party Leadership Code (PPLC), this commitment
is a core dimension of democratic leadership competence (Galinanes
and Klinkers 2026c). Leaders demonstrate this competence by accept-
ing judicial review without retaliation, oversight without obstruction,
scrutiny without defensiveness, and electoral outcomes without delegit-
imization.

Constitutional leadership, in this sense, is defined by the willingness to
operate within limits—even when those limits constrain political advan-
tage.

Representation therefore serves a dual function. It enables collective self-
government in large and diverse societies while institutionalizing political
disagreement to prevent any single actor from monopolizing authority.
Democratic competence requires recognizing that conflict within consti-
tutional boundaries is not a pathology to be eliminated but a necessary
mechanism for pluralistic societies to preserve liberty and stability.

Conclusion: The Discipline of Power

Constitutionalism teaches a central lesson: democracy endures not through
the accumulation of power but through its disciplined limitation—understood,
internalized, and accepted by the people.

Authority remains legitimate only when it is bound by law, constrained by
institutions, and exercised in ways that free and equal citizens can reason-
ably accept. Without such discipline, power—even when democratically
authorized—gradually loses its legitimacy.

The task of democratic leadership is therefore not merely to govern effec-
tively but to govern within limits. The durability of democratic authority
depends not on how much power can be exercised but on how consistently
that power is restrained.



The Democratic Will: Rousseau,
Paoli, and the Limits of Popular
Power

A democratically competent political leader must distinguish between
popular sovereignty, the source of legitimate authority, and the demo-
cratic will, which is its practical expression. Confusing the two—treating
momentary majorities or political mandates as equivalent to the sovereign
will of the people—remains one of the most persistent and dangerous
errors in democratic governance.

This chapter examines Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s theory of the general
will and its partial institutional resonance in Pasquale Paoli’s Corsican
Republic of 1755, often regarded as one of Europe’s earliest democratic
constitutional experiments. Together, they illuminate both the promise
of collective self-government and the risks that arise when its normative
demands are misunderstood or politically appropriated.

Rousseau and the Problem of Self-Government

If Hobbes confronts political leaders with the problem of order, Rousseau
poses an equally demanding question: how can a people rule itself without
losing its freedom?

In The Social Contract, Rousseau offers one of the most rigorous accounts
of democratic legitimacy. Authority cannot rest on force, tradition, or
inherited status; it must arise from the free agreement of equals (Rousseau
1997[1762]). Law is legitimate only when those subject to it regard them-
selves as its authors. Under these conditions, obedience is not submission
but self-rule.

The concept that anchors this vision is the general will. It is not reducible
to the aggregation of private preferences, electoral outcomes, or majority
opinion at a given moment. Rather, it refers to what citizens would will if
they deliberated as equals for the common good. It is therefore norma-
tive rather than empirical—a standard against which political decisions
must be judged, not merely a reflection of existing preferences (Rousseau
1997[1762]; Urbinati 2014).

This distinction is central to democratic leadership competence. When
leaders equate electoral victory, opinion polls, or plebiscitary endorsement
with the general will, they reduce a demanding standard of legitimacy to
a convenient political tool. What Rousseau intended as a constraint on
power becomes, in such cases, a justification for its expansion.

Corsica and the Limits of Institutional Translation

Rousseau’s ideas did not remain purely theoretical. His engagement with
Corsica, alongside Pasquale Paoli’s constitutional leadership, marked an
early—albeit imperfect—attempt to institutionalize popular sovereignty.
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The Corsican Constitution of 1755 emerged amid the island’s struggle
for independence from the Republic of Genoa. Under Paoli’s leadership,
Corsica developed representative institutions, expanded political partic-
ipation, and fostered a strong civic identity (Paoli 2004; Pagden 2013).
In this respect, it stands as a significant early experiment in republican
self-government.

However, Rousseau’s own Projet de constitution pour la Corse (1765) dif-
fered markedly from Paoli’s political practice. Whereas Paoli operated
within the constraints of military organization, institutional experimenta-
tion, and external diplomacy, Rousseau developed an ideal-typical consti-
tutional model. His project served less as a practical blueprint and more as
an exercise in normative political philosophy. It had little direct impact on
Corsica’s constitutional development, instead articulating the conditions
under which a genuinely republican order might be possible.

This distinction is crucial. Corsica should not be understood as an appli-
cation of Rousseau’s theory but as a historical case that reveals both the
possibilities and the limits of translating democratic ideals into institu-
tional reality.

Conditions and Fragility of Early Democracy

The Corsican experience illustrates the conditions under which Rousseau’s
model might approximate reality: relatively small scale, a degree of social
cohesion, and high levels of civic engagement. Rousseau himself regarded
these conditions as conducive to republican self-government (Rousseau
1985[1772)).

Yet even under these conditions, the experiment proved fragile. Internal
factionalism, external geopolitical pressures, and the absence of suffi-
ciently robust mediating institutions limited its durability. The eventual
French annexation of Corsica in 1769 underscores a broader lesson: demo-
cratic legitimacy cannot be sustained by civic virtue alone; it requires
institutional structures capable of managing conflict over time.

For contemporary leaders, this historical episode carries a clear impli-
cation. Rousseau’s model assumes conditions rarely found in modern
societies. Large, pluralistic polities require representation, institutional
mediation, and constitutional safeguards to prevent the democratic will
from hardening into exclusionary or absolutist forms.

The Risk of Political Appropriation

The most significant danger associated with Rousseau’s legacy arises
when leaders claim privileged access to the people’s will. Such claims
bypass deliberation, marginalize dissent, and weaken institutional con-
straints.

Under these conditions, the language of popular sovereignty can be co-
opted to justify practices that ultimately undermine it. Constitutional
limits may be recast as obstacles, opposition as illegitimate, and minority
rights as expendable. As Nadia Urbinati argues, this dynamic constitutes
a “disfigurement” of democracy, in which representation is hollowed out
even as its formal structures are preserved (Urbinati 2014).

Democratic leadership competence requires resisting this tendency. No
leader, party, or movement can legitimately claim to embody the people
as a whole. The democratic will is not a possession to be asserted but a
process to be sustained.

Pluralism, Representation, and Institutional Mediation
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Rousseau’s theory is morally demanding because it insists that citizens
be authors of the law. It rejects both paternalism and passive consent.
Yet it leaves a central problem unresolved: how can such authorship be
realized in large, diverse, and conflict-prone societies?

Modern democracies are characterized by scale, differentiation, and persis-
tent disagreement. Citizens cannot assemble as a single deliberative body,
and consensus is neither stable nor universal. Under these conditions,
the general will cannot emerge as a unified voice; it must be constructed
through institutions that mediate disagreement.

Representation enters precisely at this point. It does not negate popular
sovereignty; it reorganizes it. Through representative institutions, plural
interests are translated into collective decisions, and the democratic will
is formed through ongoing deliberation, contestation, and revision.

Rousseau’s enduring contribution, therefore, lies not in the feasibility
of direct self-government but in the standard he sets: political authority
must remain oriented toward the common good and be accountable to
those it governs.

Conclusion: The Discipline of the Democratic Will

The distinction between popular sovereignty and the democratic will is
not merely theoretical; it is a practical necessity for democratic leader-
ship.

Popular sovereignty holds that authority originates with the people. The
democratic will concerns how that authority is expressed, interpreted, and
institutionalized over time. Confusing the two collapses legitimacy into
immediate majority preference and invites majoritarian domination.

Democratic leadership competence requires maintaining this distinction.
It demands humility in the face of pluralism, respect for institutional
mediation, and recognition that the people's will cannot be reduced to a
single voice or a single moment.

The challenge is not to abandon Rousseau’s ideal but to institutionalize
it under conditions he did not fully anticipate. The next chapter directly
addresses this challenge, examining how representative institutions seek
to sustain democratic authorship in complex societies—and what this
transformation requires of those who govern.
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Representation, Pluralism, and
the Discipline of Democratic
Leadership

If Jean-Jacques Rousseau clarifies the moral foundation of democracy,
representation defines its institutional form. Under modern conditions,
popular sovereignty cannot operate through continuous direct participa-
tion; it must be mediated.

Representation emerges not as a departure from Rousseau’s principle but
as its necessary adaptation to scale, diversity, and enduring disagreement.
A democratically competent political leader must therefore understand
representation not as a second-best substitute for popular rule but as the
institutional condition that enables pluralistic democracy. The central
question is no longer how a unified people legislates directly but how
a divided people governs itself without collapsing into domination or
fragmentation.

This challenge requires a broader understanding of constitutionalism than
mere voluntary self-restraint by political leaders. Democratic systems
do not rely solely on the goodwill or civic virtue of those who govern;
they also depend on institutional arrangements that constrain power by
balancing competing centers of authority. Constitutional democracy is
therefore inherently adversarial. Legislatures, courts, opposition parties,
independent media, federal units, and civil society organizations serve not
merely as administrative components of governance but as countervailing
forces that scrutinize, limit, and correct power.

In this sense, democratic constitutionalism may be understood as a form
of agnostic democracy: a political order built on the assumption that no
individual, faction, or governing majority can be permanently trusted
with unconstrained authority. Institutions are designed precisely because
political actors are fallible, ambitious, and shaped by conflicting interests
and interpretations of the common good. The “discipline of power” arises
not only from leaders binding themselves to constitutional norms but
also from the ongoing oversight, contestation, and resistance by others
within the constitutional system.

Representation therefore serves a dual function. It enables collective self-
government in large and diverse societies while institutionalizing political
disagreement to prevent any single actor from monopolizing authority.
Democratic competence requires recognizing that conflict within consti-
tutional boundaries is not a pathology to be eliminated but a necessary
mechanism for pluralistic societies to preserve liberty and stability.

Here, the constitutional thought of Madison, Hamilton, and Jay—developed
in The Federalist Papers (2003[1787])—alongside John Stuart Mill’s liberal
pluralism, becomes indispensable. Their arguments are further clarified
by Hanna Pitkin’s conceptual analysis of representation and by Nadia
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Urbinati’s reconstruction of representative democracy as a dynamic sys-
tem of judgment and opinion (Urbinati 2006). Taken together, these per-
spectives show that representation does not negate popular sovereignty;
rather, it stabilizes it by channeling conflict rather than suppressing it.

If Rousseau reveals the ethical core of democracy—the primacy of the com-
mon good—representation addresses its sociological reality: disagreement
is enduring. Democratic leadership's task is therefore not to eliminate
conflict but to institutionalize it in ways that preserve freedom and equal-

ity.

Madison addressed this problem with clarity and sobriety. In Federalist
No. 10, he rejected the classical fear that representation necessarily cor-
rupts popular sovereignty. On the contrary, he argued that representation
refines and enlarges public opinion by filtering it through deliberative
institutions (Madison, Hamilton, and Jay 2003[1788]). In an extended
republic, factions are inevitable, but their capacity to dominate can be
mitigated by dispersing power and allowing interests to compete within
a constitutional framework.

Madison’s defense of representation was grounded not in distrust of the
people but in distrust of unchecked power—wherever it may arise. He
warned that majority rule itself can become oppressive when it hardens
into factional domination. Representation, together with separation of
powers and federalism, was designed to prevent any single interest from
claiming permanent authority in the name of the whole (Madison, Hamil-
ton, and Jay 2003[1788]). In this sense, representation serves as a structural
safeguard of legitimacy, not merely a procedural convenience.

Yet Madison’s institutional argument leaves open a deeper question: what
does it mean to represent? Hanna Pitkin’s The Concept of Representation
offers the most systematic answer. She distinguishes among formalistic,
descriptive, symbolic, and substantive representation, ultimately arguing
that representation is not merely acting in place of others or simply
mirroring them demographically, but acting in their interest in a manner
responsive to them (Pitkin 1967).

Representation, in this sense, is not a static status but an ongoing activity—
sustained by authorization, accountability, and responsiveness.

For political leaders, this clarification is decisive. Democratic legitimacy
rests not on claims of identity with “the people” but on the capacity to act
responsibly on their behalf amid contestation and review. Leaders who
present themselves as the embodiment of the people collapse the very
distinction that makes accountability possible. Substantive representation
requires sufficient distance for judgment and sufficient connection for
responsiveness. This tension is not a flaw; it is a discipline.

Mill deepened this perspective by emphasizing the role of liberty and
diversity in democratic life. In On Liberty, he defended freedom of thought
and expression not only as individual rights but also as collective goods
essential to social progress (Mill 1978[1859]). He argued that societies
learn by allowing competing ideas to be tested openly rather than by
suppressing them prematurely.

He expanded on this argument in Considerations on Representative Gov-
ernment, where he described representation as an educative process (Mill
1977[1861]). Democratic institutions compel citizens and leaders alike
to justify their positions, engage with opposing views, and revise their
judgments. Democracy weakens when leaders insulate themselves from
criticism or treat dissent as disloyalty. In this sense, representation is not

31



6. Representation, Pluralism, and the Discipline of Democratic Leadership

merely a mechanism for aggregating preferences but a framework for
cultivating public reason and responsible leadership.

Urbinati further develops this insight by conceptualizing democracy as a
diarchic system of will and opinion (Urbinati 2006). Representation does
not replace popular sovereignty; it renders it temporally and discursively
sustainable. Democratic life is not confined to electoral moments but
unfolds through ongoing processes of debate, contestation, and opinion
formation.

Representation, therefore, is not a simple act of delegation. It is a dynamic
process of political judgment in which claims to speak for others remain
permanently open to scrutiny and revision. Rather than concentrating
authority, it multiplies sites of political voice and extends democratic
engagement beyond elections.

Taken together, Madison, Mill, Pitkin, and Urbinati articulate a demanding
model of democratic leadership competence. Leaders are neither instru-
ments of a unified will nor architects of artificial consensus. They are
stewards of institutional processes that turn disagreement into a source
of legitimacy rather than instability. Representation disciplines power
by slowing decision-making, fragmenting authority, and subjecting it to
continuous justification.

Contemporary leadership failures often stem from rejecting this discipline.
When executives bypass legislatures, delegitimize opposition, or portray
pluralism as a weakness, they erode the mechanisms that sustain demo-
cratic legitimacy. Appeals to efficiency or unity often mask impatience
with accountability. Populist rhetoric that equates electoral victory with
unrestricted authority misconstrues representation as fusion rather than
as mediation (Urbinati 2014; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018).

The Political Party Leadership Code (PPLC) framework reinforces this di-
mension by treating pluralism as a core leadership competency (Galifianes
and Klinkers 2026¢). Political parties are not merely electoral vehicles; they
are mediating institutions that translate social diversity into structured
political alternatives. They sustain the circulation of opinion, organize
contestation, and enable substantive representation. When internal party
democracy weakens or opposition is delegitimized, representation itself
erodes.

Representation is therefore neither a technical device nor an obstacle
to democracy. It is the institutional means by which citizens govern
collectively without erasing differences. It imposes limits, slows decision-
making, and distributes authority. These constraints are not deficiencies;
rather, they are the conditions that allow freedom and equality to coexist
in complex societies.

For democratic leaders, accepting representation means accepting limits—
not only on what they can do but also on how they can do it. It requires
embracing mediated power as the foundation of democratic legitimacy
rather than bypassing it.

If representation provides the institutional framework through which
plural societies govern themselves, it does not operate in abstraction. It
requires organization—structures that aggregate interests, select leaders,
and sustain competition over time. Without such mediation, the discipline
of representation risks fragmentation or personalization.

Political parties emerge precisely at this juncture. They transform dis-
persed social conflict into structured political alternatives and ensure that
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democratic contestation remains continuous, intelligible, and reversible.
The next chapter examines how parties fulfill this function and why their
role as gatekeepers of democratic leadership is indispensable to preserving
legitimate authority.



Political Parties as Democratic
Gatekeepers: Accountability,
Opposition, and the Moral Role
of Losing

If representation institutionalizes disagreement, political parties give it a
durable form. They structure political competition and enable alternation
of power. Without them, pluralism remains abstract; with them, it becomes
organized, intelligible, and governable.

A democratically competent political leader must understand that politi-
cal parties are not merely vehicles for electoral success but constitutional
actors responsible for safeguarding competition, accountability, and the
legitimacy of opposition. Parties are the institutions through which rep-
resentation is operationalized. They mediate between citizens and the
state, translate social divisions into political alternatives, and stabilize the
circulation of power over time.

Political parties are often misunderstood. To many citizens, they appear
as self-interested organizations focused on fundraising, messaging, and
branding. To many candidates, they seem like instruments of personal
advancement—structures to be used, captured, or bypassed. From the
perspective developed in the preceding chapters, however, parties are
neither optional nor peripheral. In large representative democracies, they
are indispensable intermediaries. When they fail in this role, democratic
erosion rarely remains contained; it spreads across institutions.

The constitutional significance of parties dates to early reflections on fac-
tion. In Federalist No. 10, James Madison recognized that liberty inevitably
produces organized interests. The task of constitutional design is not
to eliminate faction but to prevent its domination (Madison, Hamilton,
and Jay 2003[1788]). Although the Constitution did not formally codify
political parties, they emerged as practical mechanisms for structuring
competition in an extended republic. When embedded in institutional
rules, organized rivalry transforms conflict from a destabilizing force into
a source of balance.

Over time, parties assumed responsibilities that extend well beyond elec-
toral coordination. They recruit and vet candidates, aggregate social de-
mands, and offer voters intelligible alternatives. In doing so, they convert
diffuse public opinion into governable authority. As E. E. Schattschneider
argued, modern democracy depends on parties because they organize con-
flict and render opposition durable rather than existential (Schattschnei-
der 1942). Political competition becomes institutionalized rather than
personalized, making it compatible with stability.

This organizing function has an ethical dimension that is often underes-
timated: parties are custodians of democratic loss. Democracy depends
not only on legitimate victories but also on legitimate defeats. The will-
ingness to accept electoral outcomes, to recognize opponents as lawful
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competitors, and to prepare for alternation in power is a central indicator
of democratic health. When parties cast defeat as inherently illegitimate
or systematically undermine confidence in electoral procedures, they
weaken the very framework that enables future competition.!

The moral role of losing is therefore not passive acquiescence but an
active commitment to opposition as a democratic good. In Considerations
on Representative Government, John Stuart Mill defended organized op-
position as essential to responsible government (Mill 1977[1861]). Public
scrutiny disciplines power, exposes error, and sustains the possibility of
correction. A system without credible opposition may continue to hold
elections, but it loses its capacity for self-government. Parties institution-
alize this corrective function by ensuring that dissent remains politically
consequential rather than merely symbolic.

This insight has been reinforced by contemporary scholarship. Steven
Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt show that political parties often determine
whether democratic norms are upheld or eroded (Levitsky and Ziblatt
2018). Parties serve as gatekeepers by screening out candidates who reject
democratic norms, refuse to legitimize norm violations, and prioritize
institutional integrity over short-term advantage. When they fail to fulfill
this role, democratic backsliding becomes significantly more likely.

Such failures rarely stem from an explicit rejection of democracy. More
often, they result from incremental accommodation. In polarized envi-
ronments, the temptation to tolerate norm violations for strategic gain
intensifies. Yet the gatekeeping function of parties requires restraint pre-
cisely in such conditions. Parties are uniquely positioned to withhold
endorsement from candidates who undermine democratic principles and
to sanction those who abuse public office. When they abdicate this respon-
sibility, formal institutional safeguards alone prove insufficient (Levitsky
and Ziblatt 2018; Schedler 2013).

Accountability within parties is inseparable from accountability within
government. Internal procedures, transparent leadership selection, and
meaningful internal contestation cultivate habits of restraint and respect
for rules. Leaders who suppress dissent within their organizations are
unlikely to respect opposition once in office. Conversely, parties that
tolerate internal disagreement are better equipped to operate within
pluralistic systems and sustain democratic norms under pressure.

! Rousseau, Tocqueville, and the Limits of Majority Rule: Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s concept
of the general will remains one of the most influential attempts to explain democratic
legitimacy. Rousseau argued that citizens should be guided not merely by private interests
but by the common good. Under this view, political outcomes produced through legitimate
procedures deserve acceptance even from those who disagree with them because they
reflect the political community’s collective authority (Rousseau 1997[1762]). Yet this ideal
has long drawn an important criticism. Alexis de Tocqueville (2000[1835-1840]) warned
that democratic societies may be vulnerable to a “tyranny of the majority,” in which
dominant majorities use their political power to marginalize dissenting voices, stigmatize
minorities, or discourage independent judgment. The danger does not necessarily arise
from formal oppression alone. It can also stem from social pressures that make disagree-
ment increasingly difficult or politically costly. Modern constitutional democracies seek to
reconcile these competing concerns. They affirm majority rule as a source of democratic
legitimacy while protecting pluralism through constitutional rights, independent courts,
federal arrangements, checks and balances, and safeguards for political opposition. In
this sense, democracy requires more than the expression of popular preferences; it also
requires institutions that ensure today’s majority does not become tomorrow’s permanent
ruler. Political parties play an important role in maintaining this balance. By accepting
electoral defeat, recognizing opponents’ legitimacy, and preparing for future competition,
they demonstrate that majority rule remains compatible with constitutional restraint and
political pluralism.
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This raises a more demanding constitutional question: whether and un-
der what conditions parties that systematically undermine democratic
principles may be subject to legal sanctions, including dissolution. Some
constitutional systems—particularly those informed by the doctrine of
“militant democracy”—permit the prohibition of parties that seek to dis-
mantle the democratic order from within. Such measures, however, re-
quire careful calibration. While they may serve as a last-resort safeguard
against anti-democratic capture, they also risk politicization and over-
reach. Democratic resilience cannot rely primarily on judicial interven-
tion; it depends fundamentally on parties’ internal commitment to consti-
tutional norms. Where such commitment is absent, legal remedies may
become necessary—but they can never substitute for political responsibil-
ity.

For candidates, this chapter sets a demanding standard for democratic
leadership. Leadership is not defined solely by the pursuit of victory. It
includes the capacity to lose without destabilizing the system, to oppose
without delegitimizing institutions, and to discipline one’s own coalition
when it threatens constitutional norms. Parties that internalize this ethic
serve as stabilizing forces, capable of absorbing shocks during periods
of political stress. Those that do not may amplify crises and accelerate
institutional decline.

The argument implicitly returns to concerns raised in earlier chapters.
Rousseau warned against leaders who claim to embody the people alone
(Rousseau 1997[1762]). Madison sought institutional mechanisms to pre-
vent factional domination (Madison, Hamilton, and Jay 2003[1788]). Mill

defended opposition as a condition of democratic learning (Mill 1977[1861]).

These insights converge in the practice of party competition. Democracy
endures not because power is achieved, but because it remains limited,
contestable, and reversible.

Political parties play a pivotal role in this architecture. They are among
the few actors capable of curbing ambition before it consolidates within
the state. Leaders who treat parties as disposable instruments weaken the
mechanisms that sustain democratic legitimacy. By contrast, leaders who
reinforce party norms strengthen the durability of representation and the
credibility of democratic governance.

A democratically competent leader, therefore, understands that accepting
defeat, sustaining opposition, and maintaining internal discipline are not
signs of weakness but expressions of constitutional loyalty. The test of
leadership lies not only in how power is gained but also in how it is
constrained, exercised, and ultimately relinquished.

Yet even parties committed to these principles operate in a rapidly chang-
ing communication environment. The rise of plebiscitary appeals, direct
leader-to-mass communication, and digitally amplified polarization places
increasing pressure on mediating institutions. When leaders bypass par-
ties and appeal directly to “the people,” the gatekeeping function weakens
and the discipline of representation is strained (Miiller 2016; Urbinati
2014).

If political parties sustain democratic competition by organizing opposi-
tion and disciplining leadership, their effectiveness ultimately depends
on a deeper condition: a shared communicative environment in which
citizens can evaluate claims, contest authority, and revise their judgments.
The gatekeeping role of parties assumes that political disagreement oc-
curs within a framework of factual accountability. Yet this framework has
grown increasingly fragile. When leaders bypass institutional mediation
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and appeal directly to mass audiences, the structure of representation
itself begins to erode.

The next chapter examines how this transformation—driven by plebisci-
tary populism and the fragmentation of public discourse—redefines the
relationship among truth, responsibility, and democratic leadership.



Truth, Responsibility, and
Democratic Leadership in the
Age of Plebiscitary Populism

A democratically competent political leader must recognize that democ-
racy depends not only on procedures of consent but also on shared stan-
dards of truth, responsibility, and institutional restraint. This chapter
examines how plebiscitary politics co-opt democratic language while
hollowing out its substance, and why the duty to protect truth and oppo-
sition has become central to democratic leadership amid contemporary
disinformation.

If the preceding chapters have traced the foundations of legitimate au-
thority and the institutional forms that sustain it, the present chapter
confronts one of the most destabilizing challenges facing modern democ-
racies: the erosion of truth as a shared civic reference point. Democracy
presupposes disagreement, but it cannot survive the collapse of a common
factual horizon. When political leadership abandons responsibility to the
truth, democratic contestation becomes a permanent mobilization, and
popular sovereignty risks becoming a spectacle of affirmation rather than
a practice of judgment.

Plebiscitary forms of politics thrive in precisely this environment. They
present themselves as unmediated expressions of the people’s will while
systematically weakening the institutions that enable citizens to form, re-
vise, and withdraw consent. Elections persist, but accountability weakens;
referenda multiply, yet deliberation recedes. Opposition is tolerated only
as long as it does not challenge the leader’s claim to embody “the people””
As Nadia Urbinati argues, this form of democracy is not merely illib-
eral but disfigured, because it replaces plural judgment with acclamation
(Urbinati 2014).

In such systems, the relationship between leadership and truth becomes
instrumental. Facts are deployed strategically rather than treated as con-
straints. Expertise is reframed as elitism, independent institutions are
portrayed as partisan, and unfavorable outcomes are cast as evidence of
betrayal. Hannah Arendt warned that the erosion of factual truth under-
mines citizens’ capacity for independent judgment, leaving them unable
to orient themselves except through authority or allegiance (Arendt 1967).
Her insight has grown increasingly relevant in today’s conditions.

The current communicative environment intensifies this vulnerability.
Digital platforms accelerate the circulation of emotionally charged con-
tent and enable leaders to reach mass audiences without institutional
mediation. As Cass Sunstein has shown, fragmented information environ-
ments foster “echo chambers” in which citizens encounter predominantly
reinforcing views, leading to group polarization (Sunstein 2017). What
emerges is not merely disagreement but the fragmentation of shared
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reality—parallel informational worlds that are internally coherent yet
mutually distrustful.

This transformation reshapes political incentives. Leaders can mobilize
support by amplifying outrage rather than offering justification. Visibility
begins to displace deliberation as the currency of political influence. As
Jurgen Habermas observed, the communicative foundations of democracy
weaken when argument yields to performance and mobilization (Haber-
mas 1989). Under such conditions, restraint appears weak, and complexity
seems like evasion.

Plebiscitary populism capitalizes on these dynamics. By invoking “the
people” as a homogeneous entity and portraying dissent as illegitimate,
it narrows the space for contestation. As Jan-Werner Miiller argues, pop-
ulism is defined less by its appeal to popular sovereignty than by its claim
to exclusive moral representation (Miiller 2016). Those who disagree are
not merely opponents; they are cast as corrupt, disloyal, or outside the
political community.

The challenge for democratic leadership is therefore not only informa-
tional but also institutional and ethical. Leaders shape the conditions
under which citizens form judgments. When they spread falsehoods, blur
the line between fact and opinion, or reward loyalty over accuracy, they
weaken the accountability mechanisms outlined in earlier chapters. Rep-
resentation depends on revisability, which in turn depends on reliable
information.

At this point, journalism is structurally indispensable. Democracy re-
quires not only institutions that distribute and constrain power but also
an informational environment that enables those institutions to func-
tion effectively. Journalism is not merely an auxiliary activity; it is a
constitutive element of democratic governance.

This insight can be clarified within the framework of the Quarta Politica,
conceived as an Ombudsman Council that constitutes a fourth branch
of governance alongside the legislative, executive, and judicial Powers
(Galifianes and Klinkers 2025a; 2026d). Within this architecture, journal-
ism is not a separate power but a constitutionally protected function
that safeguards the informational foundations on which all four powers
depend. By producing, verifying, and disseminating public information,
journalism sustains accountability, enables informed participation, and
facilitates collective judgment.

Understood in this way, journalism plays an irreplaceable role as an early-
warning and accountability-generating mechanism. It exposes abuses,
scrutinizes authority, and makes power visible. Without these functions,
institutional checks weaken, public deliberation deteriorates, and citizens
lose the capacity to exercise sovereignty in an informed manner.

Yet these informational foundations are increasingly fragile. Digital trans-
formation, platform dominance, economic pressures, and political attacks
on media independence have eroded the conditions that enable jour-
nalism to fulfill its role. In response, democratic constitutionalism must
evolve. The protection of a free press can no longer be treated as a periph-
eral liberty; it must be secured as a structural component of democratic
governance.

A constitutional framework embedded within the Quarta Politica can pro-
vide such protection (Galifianes and Klinkers 2025a; 2026d). This requires
safeguarding journalistic independence from political and economic inter-
ference, ensuring sustainable conditions for investigative reporting, and
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establishing accountability mechanisms that preserve credibility without
compromising autonomy. In this sense, the integrity of the information en-
vironment becomes a constitutional concern rather than merely a societal
one.

The consequences of failing to protect this environment are cumulative.
As trust in shared facts erodes, political conflict shifts from policy dis-
agreement to a contest over legitimacy itself. Electoral defeat is viewed
with suspicion, judicial review appears partisan, and administrative ex-
pertise is recast as conspiracy. The mediating institutions examined in
previous chapters—parliaments, parties, courts, and civil services—lose
credibility precisely when their stabilizing role is most needed.

This chapter, therefore, returns to a central principle of constitutional
democracy: authority remains legitimate only when it is accountable to
the truth and open to correction. Democratic leaders must accept that
they may be mistaken, that evidence may contradict their claims, and
that opposition serves an essential public function. Truth is not a partisan
resource but a shared constraint binding all political actors.

Leadership in the face of disinformation requires a posture that may
seem counterintuitive in competitive politics. Rather than amplifying
certainty, leaders must preserve space for verification. Rather than pre-
senting themselves as the sole interpreters of the people’s will, they must
defend institutions that enable citizens to question them. Rather than
exploiting fragmented communication environments, they must reinforce
norms of accuracy, transparency, and accountability.

The erosion of democracy rarely begins with the formal abolition of elec-
tions. It begins with the gradual normalization of irresponsibility. When
leaders no longer regard themselves as bound by factual integrity and
institutional limits, democratic procedures may persist, but the demo-
cratic substance erodes. The task of democratic leadership today is not to
imitate plebiscitary politics more effectively, but to re-anchor authority
in truthfulness, accountability, and constitutional humility.

In this sense, the argument of the preceding chapters converges. Popular
sovereignty requires institutional mediation; that mediation depends on
responsible parties and a legitimate opposition; and all of this presup-
poses a political culture in which truth constrains power. In an age of
disinformation, one of the most demanding democratic acts may also
be the most fundamental: remaining accountable to reality even when
distortion offers an immediate advantage.

Conclusion to Part I
Foundations of Popular Sovereignty and Democratic Authority

Part I advances a unified argument: democratic legitimacy originates in
popular sovereignty, yet it endures only through disciplined institution-
alization and responsible political conduct. In this account, sovereignty
is neither self-executing nor self-sustaining. It must be translated into
constitutional structures, mediated through representation, organized
through political parties, and exercised within a framework of account-
ability, restraint, and fidelity to truth.

The preceding chapters have traced this process across interrelated di-
mensions. The distinction between power and authority establishes the
normative foundation: political power is legitimate only to the extent
that it is authorized by the people and exercised within defined limits.
Historical developments—from charters to revolutions—demonstrate that
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consent becomes durable only when embedded in institutions capable of
constraining those who govern. The problem of fear exposes the recurring
temptation to concentrate authority in the name of order, while consti-
tutionalism shows that such concentration must be contained through
legal and institutional design.

The analysis of the democratic will highlights both the moral aspiration
and the practical risks of invoking “the people” as a unified source of au-
thority. Representation is a necessary response to pluralism, transforming
disagreement from a destabilizing force into a structured, legitimate fea-
ture of political life. Political parties, in turn, institutionalize competition
and sustain the continuity of opposition, while bearing a corresponding
responsibility to uphold democratic norms. The contemporary challenge
of disinformation further underscores that democratic authority depends
not only on procedures and institutions but also on shared standards of
truth and responsible communication.

Taken together, these elements present democracy as a system of dis-
ciplined power. It is defined not by the absence of conflict but by its
regulation; not by the concentration of authority but by its distribution;
not by the immediacy of the popular will but by its mediation through
institutions capable of sustaining legitimacy over time.

One of the clearest tests of this discipline comes at moments of elec-
toral defeat. Democratic government requires political actors to accept
that authority is temporary, conditional, and subject to peaceful transfer.
The willingness of leaders and parties to recognize electoral outcomes,
relinquish power when necessary, and continue operating within the
constitutional order is not merely a procedural requirement; it is among
the most important demonstrations of democratic commitment. When
the legitimacy of defeat itself is called into question, the foundations of
democratic authority begin to weaken.

The central lesson is therefore exacting. Democracy fails not only when
institutions collapse; it also fails when the principles that animate them
are neglected. Authority may remain formally intact even as its norma-
tive foundations erode. The durability of a democratic order ultimately
depends on whether those who exercise power recognize its conditional
character and accept the limits that make it legitimate.

! Concession and the Democratic Discipline of Losing: Democratic systems depend not only
on rules for winning power but also on norms for relinquishing it. The peaceful transfer
of authority requires political actors to accept that electoral defeat is a legitimate outcome
of constitutional competition, not evidence that the system has failed. Recent events have
shown how fragile this norm can be. Disputes over the 2020 United States presidential
election and the events culminating in the January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol
illustrated how sustained claims of electoral illegitimacy can erode public confidence
in democratic institutions and strain constitutional continuity. Similar tensions have
emerged in other democracies when defeated leaders or parties have challenged electoral
authorities, delayed concessions, or portrayed opponents as fundamentally illegitimate
rather than lawful competitors within a shared constitutional order. One of the most
important mechanisms for sustaining democratic continuity is the ritual of concession.
Public concession speeches, formal acknowledgments of electoral results, orderly transfers
of authority, and symbolic affirmations of constitutional loyalty serve purposes that
extend beyond political etiquette. They reassure citizens that political competition remains
bounded by shared rules and that allegiance to democratic institutions ultimately takes
precedence over partisan loyalties. These rituals serve an important civic function. They
remind citizens that no electoral victory is permanent, no defeat is final, and no leader is
indispensable to the constitutional order. In this sense, concession is not merely an act
of political courtesy. It is a public reaffirmation that democratic authority derives from
institutions, procedures, and the rule of law rather than from the continued success of any
individual, party, or movement.
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This insight marks the transition to Part II. If Part I has examined how
democratic authority is structured, Part II turns to the question of what
kind of judgment is required to sustain it.



Part Il.

THE COMPETENCIES OF
DEMOCRATIC
LEADERSHIP:
UNDERSTANDING;,
RESPONSIBILITY,
IMAGINATION, AND
STRUCTURE



Democratic leadership cannot be reduced to electoral success, institutional
position, or procedural compliance. It is defined by a set of interrelated
competencies that keep power accountable, responsive, and oriented
toward the common good. Part I examined the external conditions of
democracy—institutions, parties, and systemic pressures. Part II turns
inward, focusing on the internal capacities required of those who exercise
power.

This part advances a cumulative argument. Democratic leadership de-
pends, first, on the capacity for critical understanding: the willingness to
question one’s assumptions and to remain open to correction. It requires,
second, moral responsibility: the recognition that institutions cannot sub-
stitute for human judgment and that responsibility cannot be delegated
to procedures. Third, it demands disciplined imagination: the ability to
conceive alternatives to unjust arrangements without losing touch with
reality or accountability. Finally, these capacities must be anchored in in-
stitutional structure: authority must be distributed in ways that preserve
responsibility, participation, and responsiveness.

The four chapters that follow develop this progression. Each builds on
the previous one, moving from self-correction to assuming responsibility,
to articulating alternatives, and ultimately to organizing power. Together,
they define democratic leadership not as a static role but as an ongoing
practice of judgment within constraints.
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Intellectual Independence and
the Critique of Power

A democratically competent political leader must do more than toler-
ate criticism; they must actively protect the conditions that make it
possible. Intellectual independence is not merely a personal virtue but
a structural requirement of democratic governance. When criticism is
discouraged—whether overtly or subtly— institutions lose their capacity
for self-revision, and authority gradually detaches from accountability.

This chapter situates intellectual independence within a long intellectual
tradition that links the critique of authority to the viability of democratic
rule. From Desiderius Erasmus’s The Praise of Folly (1511/2003) to the
liberal and critical-rationalist traditions of John Stuart Mill and Karl
Popper, the argument remains consistent: the capacity to question power
is not ancillary to democracy—it is constitutive of it.

Democratic leadership begins not with certainty but with the recognition
of fallibility. The central danger of power lies not only in its capacity
to dominate but also in its tendency toward insulation. While repres-
sion remains a visible means of silencing dissent, more insidious is the
gradual neutralization of critique through self-justification, selective ex-
posure to information, and the exclusion of dissonant perspectives from
decision-making. Over time, these dynamics transform authority into a
self-referential system.

Erasmus identified this pathology well before the advent of modern con-
stitutionalism. By adopting the ironic voice of Folly, he revealed how
authority surrounds itself with ritual affirmation, flattery, and unexam-
ined assumptions. His critique extends beyond institutions to a recurring
anthropological tendency: conflating office with wisdom. In this account,
leaders are undermined less by external opposition than by a lack of candid
counsel and the internalization of their authority as truth. What appears
as satire anticipates a structural insight: power, when left unchecked by
critique, produces judgmental closure.

Within democratic systems, this insight takes institutional form. Democ-
racy formalizes disagreement by rejecting the possibility of infallible
authority. Opposition parties, satire, investigative journalism, and schol-
arly critique are not peripheral but essential mechanisms of correction.
When leaders equate criticism with disloyalty, they erode the normative
foundations of democratic legitimacy.

At this point, however, a structural limitation becomes evident: tradi-
tional mechanisms of critique, while indispensable, are increasingly insuf-
ficient amid heightened polarization, informational fragmentation, and
institutional capture. In this context, the emergence of the Quarta Po-
litica—conceived as an institutionalized, independent sphere dedicated
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to safeguarding critical scrutiny and democratic accountability—takes
on particular relevance (Galifianes and Klinkers 2025a; 2026d). Unlike
existing mechanisms, which are often embedded in partisan or compet-
itive logics, the Quarta Politica is designed to serve as a structurally
autonomous corrective layer, ensuring that critique remains effective
even when conventional channels are weakened or co-opted.

This principle is articulated with particular clarity in John Stuart Mill’s
On Liberty (1978[1859]). Mill’s defense of freedom of expression rests on
an epistemic claim: even erroneous opinions serve a vital public function.
They compel prevailing views to justify themselves, prevent belief from
ossifying into dogma, and sustain intellectual vitality. Suppressing dissent
is not only an injustice to individuals; it is also a collective loss of learning
capacity. A polity that excludes criticism diminishes its ability to detect
and correct errors.

Karl Popper extends this argument into a general theory of democratic
governance in The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945). He reframes democ-
racy not in terms of who governs, but in terms of whether rulers can
be criticized and replaced without violence. His philosophy of science—
centered on falsifiability—translates into a political ethic of corrigibility:
policies must remain open to refutation, and authority must remain pro-
visional. Error is inevitable; the decisive question is whether institutions
allow for the identification and correction of error.

This insight can be clarified by Popper’s model of knowledge as conjec-
ture and refutation. Its institutional analog appears in systems theory as
negative feedback—the mechanism by which systems maintain stability
by correcting deviations. Democratic institutions, at their best, operate ac-
cording to this logic. Criticism provides the feedback necessary to prevent
the accumulation of error. When such feedback is obstructed, systems do
not stabilize; they drift toward dysfunction and, ultimately, crisis.

Taken together, Mill and Popper illuminate a core democratic principle:
the revisability of power. Leadership that treats decisions as final or
authority as self-validating departs from this principle and risks turning
governance into dogma. In this sense, intellectual independence is not
merely compatible with authority; it is the condition for its legitimacy.

Anthony Pagden situates this tradition within the broader legacy of the
Enlightenment. In The Enlightenment and Why It Still Matters (2013),
he argues that modern political legitimacy rests on the premise that no
authority is beyond justification. The Enlightenment's enduring contribu-
tion lies not in the promise of certainty but in the institutionalization of
doubt. Democratic leadership inherits this legacy by grounding legitimacy
in reason-giving rather than in positional authority.

These philosophical commitments, however, face mounting strain in
contemporary democracies. The primary threats no longer stem solely
from overt censorship or authoritarian rupture but from more diffuse
processes, such as polarization, informational fragmentation, and populist
claims to exclusive representation.

As Cass Sunstein shows in #Republic (2017), fragmented information envi-
ronments create echo chambers in which individuals are predominantly
exposed to reinforcing views. This dynamic fosters group polarization:
like-minded actors, insulated from dissent, tend to adopt more extreme
positions. Under such conditions, intellectual independence erodes not
because dissent is formally prohibited, but because it becomes structurally
invisible. The absence of contradiction is misread as confirmation.
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Jan-Werner Miiller deepens this diagnosis in What Is Populism? (2016) by
identifying the moral logic of populism. Populist leaders claim to be the
sole representatives of a morally unified “people,” rendering opposition
not merely mistaken but illegitimate. Critique ceases to function as a
democratic necessity and is recast as betrayal. The delegitimization of
dissent thus becomes integral to the populist project.

A complementary dimension emerges in the literature on democratic
backsliding. Nancy Bermeo (2016) shows that contemporary democratic
erosion typically unfolds incrementally and legally rather than through
abrupt collapse. Institutions such as courts and the media may remain
formally intact even as their substantive independence is progressively
eroded. Similarly, Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt argue in How Democ-
racies Die (2018) that democratic decline often begins with the erosion of
informal norms—particularly mutual toleration and institutional forbearance—
that sustain formal rules. Central to both accounts is the gradual marginal-
ization of critical voices.

Empirical evidence shows that autocratization rarely begins with overt
repression. More often, it stems from the politicization of expertise, the
sidelining of independent institutions, and the elevation of personal loy-
alty over professional competence. Party systems may persist, but their
function shifts—from arenas of contestation to mechanisms of affirma-
tion. What is lost is not democracy’s formal structure but its corrective
capacity.

Across these contexts, leadership culture emerges as a decisive factor.
Democratic erosion accelerates when political elites reward conformity
and punish dissent. The gatekeeping function of parties—examined in
earlier chapters—collapses when intellectual independence is recast as
disloyalty. Under such conditions, internal criticism is suppressed before
external constraints are even required.

The cumulative lesson is clear: democratic decline does not begin with the
suspension of elections but with the erosion of criticism. Once criticism
is delegitimized, institutional safeguards weaken from within. Without
mechanisms for correction, error accumulates; without dissent, authority
becomes self-referential.

At this juncture, the structural role of the Quarta Politica becomes indis-
pensable. As an institutionalized guarantor of independent scrutiny, it
preserves channels of critique even when political, media, or party-based
mechanisms falter.! By design, it reintroduces systematic feedback into

1 The effectiveness of any institution charged with overseeing government depends on its
ability to remain independent of the actors it monitors. Yet this raises an obvious demo-
cratic concern: if a Quarta Politica is sufficiently independent to scrutinize the legislative,
executive, and judicial branches, how can it avoid being captured by political interests
or insulated from public accountability? The proposed Ombudsman Council addresses
this challenge through the principles of distributed appointment and distributed account-
ability. Rather than allowing any single branch of government to control appointments,
membership would be selected through a plural nomination process involving multiple
sectors of democratic society, including civil society organizations, professional associ-
ations, academic institutions, judicial bodies, and citizen participation mechanisms. By
dispersing appointment authority, the system seeks to reduce the likelihood that a single
party, government, or interest group could dominate the institution. Additional safeguards
include staggered terms of office, strict incompatibility rules, transparency requirements,
public reporting obligations, and periodic reviews. Together, these mechanisms are de-
signed to preserve institutional independence while ensuring ongoing accountability to
constitutional principles and the broader public. Equally important, the Quarta Politica is
not conceived as a superior branch of government. Its primary functions include oversight,
investigation, public reporting, constitutional referrals, and the activation of democratic
alarms when institutional integrity is threatened. It is intended to strengthen democratic
self-correction rather than to govern directly or replace elected institutions. The un-
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governance processes, counteracting the drift toward self-referential au-
thority and restoring the conditions for corrigibility that thinkers such as
Mill and Popper identify as foundational to democracy.

Modern democracies seek to institutionalize intellectual independence
through constitutional protections for free expression, parliamentary
opposition, academic freedom, and judicial review. Yet these mechanisms
are not self-executing. Their effectiveness depends as much on leaders’
dispositions as on formal design. Legal guarantees prove insufficient when
dissent is informally discouraged, strategically ignored, or politically
penalized.

Intellectual independence, therefore, entails more than the formal right
to speak. It requires disciplined openness to contestation: the capacity to
listen without retaliation, to engage without defensiveness, and to revise
judgment in light of evidence. Far from weakening authority, this dispo-
sition strengthens it by reinforcing public confidence in the revisability
and accountability of power.

Its absence marks a critical turning point. Leaders who reject criticism
increasingly rely on procedural legitimacy to justify outcomes that are
no longer open to substantive evaluation. Responsibility is shifted to
institutional mechanisms, judgment is outsourced to formal structures,
and authority becomes self-validating.

In this way, the erosion of intellectual independence serves as a gateway
to ethical abdication. When leaders stop questioning themselves, institu-
tions lose their capacity to serve justice. The transition from judgmental
closure to moral failure is neither abrupt nor accidental—it is structurally
conditioned.

The next chapter examines this transition directly, moving from the dis-
cipline of critique to the pathology of governance and analyzing how
institutions, once detached from moral accountability, can become vehi-
cles of systemic harm.

derlying constitutional principle is straightforward: institutions that protect democratic
accountability must themselves be accountable. Independence without accountability risks
domination; accountability without independence risks capture. The legitimacy of the
Quarta Politica depends on maintaining both.
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Institutions Without Moral
Agency: Leadership,
Responsibility, and Structural
Violence

The previous chapter established that the erosion of intellectual indepen-
dence transforms power into a self-authorizing system. When leaders
stop questioning themselves, institutions gradually stop answering to
anyone. What begins as epistemic closure culminates in moral displace-
ment: responsibility shifts from agents to procedures and from judgment
to necessity. This transition rarely occurs in a rupture. Rather, it un-
folds incrementally as ethical evaluation is replaced by administrative
normalization.

A democratically competent political leader must therefore confront a
demanding yet foundational proposition: institutions lack moral agency.
They neither deliberate nor judge as individuals do. Bureaucratic systems
do not develop a conscience to which citizens may appeal. Their apparent
capacity for adaptation is derivative, not intrinsic—it depends on individ-
uals who interpret rules, contest outcomes, and revise practices. In this
sense, institutional evolution is mediated by human agency. Without such
mediation, institutions remain normatively inert: capable of organizing
action yet unable to evaluate its justice.

This distinction is central to democratic theory. Rules, procedures, and
administrative systems structure action, but they cannot justify it. They
allocate competence, distribute authority, and standardize decisions, yet
they do not determine the ethical status of outcomes. When actors treat
institutional processes as substitutes for judgment, they engage in what
may be termed moral outsourcing: the delegation of ethical responsibility
to systems that cannot bear it.

Modern democratic governance is necessarily institutional. Laws are
implemented by administrative bodies, policies by agencies, and decisions
by procedural frameworks that ensure predictability and equality before
the law. These arrangements are indispensable to large-scale democracy.
Yet their very effectiveness creates a persistent ethical risk: the illusion
that responsibility dissipates once action is mediated by rules.

Max Weber’s analysis of bureaucracy offers the classic formulation of this
tension. In Economy and Society (1978[1922]), he identifies bureaucracy
as technically superior for its precision, continuity, and calculability. By
replacing personal discretion with rule-bound regularity, bureaucracy
minimizes arbitrariness and secures formal equality. Its ethical vulnera-
bility, however, lies precisely in this displacement. When rule-following
becomes the primary virtue, responsibility migrates—upward, downward,
or outward—and individuals cease to see themselves as authors of out-
comes.
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Democratic leadership has decisive implications. Leaders operate within
institutions, yet they are not morally replaced by them. Appeals to proce-
dural compliance—“the rules were followed”—may explain conduct but
do not justify it. Democratic legitimacy requires attention not only to
procedural correctness but also to foreseeable consequences. When lead-
ers invoke institutional necessity as a shield, they obscure the fact that
institutions are designed, maintained, and revised by human decisions.

Zygmunt Bauman deepens this insight in Modernity and the Holocaust
(1989), showing how bureaucratic rationality enables moral distancing by
fragmenting responsibility across complex administrative systems. In this
account, large-scale harm does not require extraordinary malice; it can
arise from ordinary actors performing specialized tasks within normal-
ized structures. Responsibility becomes distributed, compartmentalized,
and diluted. Individuals act as functionaries rather than moral agents,
insulated from outcomes by organizational design.

Bauman thus extends Weber’s concern from institutional form to moral
experience. Bureaucracy does not merely constrain judgment; it reconfig-
ures the conditions under which judgment is exercised. Harm becomes
abstract—mediated by classifications, files, and performance indicators.
Under these conditions, actors may sincerely believe they are acting re-
sponsibly because they are acting procedurally. Yet procedural integrity
and moral adequacy are not equivalent.

Johan Galtung’s concept of structural violence offers a further conceptual
extension. Structural violence refers to harm produced not by direct
intent but by institutional arrangements that systematically disadvantage
particular groups (1969). Unlike direct violence, it lacks an identifiable
perpetrator and is often embedded in routine practices—such as eligibility
criteria, resource allocation, enforcement priorities, and administrative
categorization. Its effects—premature mortality, exclusion, diminished
life chances—are cumulative and often invisible within the logic of the
system that produces them.

The normative challenge for democratic leadership, and for public offi-
cials more broadly, lies precisely in this invisibility. Structural harm is
difficult to perceive because it is dispersed across decisions, levels, and
time. Leaders may acknowledge adverse outcomes yet attribute them
to systemic necessity. Yet complexity does not negate responsibility; it
redistributes it. Systems are not autonomous entities—they are ensembles
of decisions, interpretations, and practices enacted by individuals within
institutional hierarchies. To treat structural outcomes as morally neutral
is to mistake diffusion for inevitability.

Over time, this dynamic is reinforced by what may be described as bu-
reaucratic drift. Institutions tend toward self-preservation, compliance,
and risk minimization. Metrics proliferate, and targets begin to substitute
for purposes. Instruments of accountability risk becoming substitutes
for substantive evaluation. Leaders who govern through indicators may
appear effective while remaining detached from the lived consequences
of policy. At the same time, administrators—both senior and frontline—
operate within incentive structures that often reward compliance over
judgment, embedding ethical distance in routine practice.

The historical record of democratic failure illustrates these mechanisms
with particular clarity. Harmful policies have often persisted not because
of explicit cruelty but because of conformity. Decisions were justified
as lawful, necessary, or procedurally correct, while responsibility was
fragmented to near invisibility. Hannah Arendt’s analysis of the “banality
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of evil” in Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963) captures this phenomenon: the
erosion of judgment under conditions of administrative normality. The
central danger lies not only in fanaticism but also in the routinization of
unreflective compliance.

Michael Lipsky’s theory of street-level bureaucracy reveals how these
dynamics play out in everyday governance. In Street-Level Bureaucracy
(1980), he shows that frontline officials—teachers, police officers, welfare
administrators—exercise discretionary power that shapes policy outcomes.
Under conditions of limited resources and high demand, they engage in
practical triage, deciding who receives services, who is deferred, and
who is excluded. Structural violence is thus enacted not only through
high-level design but also through repeated, situated decisions shaped by
institutional constraints.

Democratic leadership, in this context, cannot be confined to policy for-
mulation. It requires sustained attention to the conditions under which
discretion is exercised across the institutional hierarchy. When perfor-
mance systems reward exclusion, when workloads make humane judg-
ment impracticable, or when internal dissent is discouraged, structural
harm becomes normalized and administratively invisible. Leaders remain
responsible not only for formal decisions but also for the environments
they authorize. At the same time, public officials at all levels retain moral
agency in interpreting and applying rules. Hierarchy conditions responsi-
bility; it does not extinguish it.

Recognizing structural violence does not entail moral absolutism. Demo-
cratic governance necessarily involves trade-offs amid scarcity and uncer-
tainty. Competing goods cannot always be reconciled. Yet acknowledging
constraints cannot replace accountability. Ethical leadership requires mak-
ing tensions explicit, publicly justifying decisions, and remaining open
to revision in light of consequences. Diffuse causality does not dissolve
responsibility; it makes its exercise more demanding.

The argument thus extends the epistemic framework of the previous
chapter into the moral domain. If intellectual independence ensures that
power remains open to correction, moral responsibility ensures that
institutions do not become self-justifying. Without the former, error
persists; without the latter, harm is normalized.

Institutions are indispensable to democracy, yet they are ethically mute.
They make decisions; they do not assess their justice. When leaders and
officials forget this, governance risks devolving into organized irrespon-
sibility. When they remember it, institutions remain instruments rather
than alibis—frameworks that require continuous moral interpretation and
correction.

Democratic leaders are therefore accountable not only for their decisions
but also for what their institutions do in their name. When harm is
structural, responsibility must be structural as well: capable of identifying
patterns, tracing cumulative effects, and initiating correction even when
no single decision appears decisive. This entails a shift from episodic
accountability to systemic vigilance.

Yet recognition of harm, while necessary, is insufficient for democratic
renewal. To resist normalized injustice, leaders and institutions must also
cultivate the capacity to imagine alternatives. Responsibility must be
paired with a constructive orientation. The following chapter therefore
turns to the role of democratic imagination, examining how disciplined
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forms of utopian thinking can guide institutional reform without sacrific-
ing realism or accountability.



Utopian Thinking, Democratic
Imagination, and Responsible
Renewal

Chapter 9 established that democratic governance depends on epistemic
openness: power must remain subject to criticism to prevent self-authorizing
closure. Chapter 10 extended this argument to the moral domain, show-
ing that institutions, lacking moral agency, cannot substitute for human
responsibility. Together, these chapters define two indispensable condi-
tions of democratic competence: the capacity to revise beliefs in light of
criticism and the willingness to assume responsibility for consequences.
Yet a third condition remains. If democracy is not only to correct errors
and acknowledge harm but also to overcome them, it must cultivate the
capacity to imagine alternatives.

A democratically competent political leader must therefore exercise imag-
inative judgment without surrendering responsibility to illusion. Recog-
nition of structural harm is not the endpoint of democratic responsibility;
it is its point of departure. Without imagination, responsibility becomes
defensive and retrospective, confined to managing the consequences
of existing arrangements. Without responsibility, imagination becomes
unmoored, detached from constraint, and susceptible to coercion. Demo-
cratic renewal depends on sustaining these capacities in tension.

Democracy is sustained not only by institutions and ethical restraint
but also by recognizing that existing arrangements are neither final nor
inevitable. Political communities must retain the capacity to envision
reforms that go beyond incremental adjustment. When imagination with-
ers, democracy contracts into administrative maintenance; when it de-
taches from critique and consent, it risks becoming authoritarian. The
task of democratic leadership is therefore to cultivate a disciplined form
of utopian thinking—one that expands the horizon of the possible while
remaining subject to correction.

This understanding finds early articulation in the work of Martin G.
Plattel. Writing in the aftermath of the twentieth century’s ideological
catastrophes, Plattel (1970) reconceptualizes utopia not as a blueprint for
perfection but as a mode of critical reflection. In this account, utopian
thinking exposes the contingency of the present and shows that existing
institutions are neither necessary nor exhaustive of political possibility.
Properly understood, utopia does not prescribe a final order; it desta-
bilizes the assumption that the current order is inevitable. In doing so,
it extends the cognitive principle established in Chapter 9: just as no
claim to truth is beyond critique, no institutional arrangement is beyond
reconsideration.

Modern suspicion of utopia is nonetheless well-founded. The twentieth
century showed how comprehensive visions, insulated from criticism,
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can legitimize domination on a vast scale. In response, democratic poli-
tics often retreated into managerialism—the reduction of politics to the
administration of what appears immediately feasible. While this reaction
guards against ideological excess, it introduces a different pathology. A
politics without aspiration becomes technocratic and reactive: it may
preserve procedural order, but it struggles to mobilize collective purpose
or confront structural injustice.

Plattel’s contribution helps delineate a middle path between these ex-
tremes. Utopian thinking, when disciplined by critique, does not abandon
realism; it deepens it. By revealing the contingency of existing arrange-
ments, it enables leaders to recognize alternatives without assuming their
necessity or perfection. In this sense, imagination becomes an extension
of responsibility rather than its negation. It transforms critique into ori-
entation, linking problem identification to the exploration of possible
remedies.

Karl Popper provides a crucial normative boundary for this project. In The
Open Society and Its Enemies (1945), he warns against “utopian social en-
gineering”—large-scale, irreversible transformations imposed in the name
of a singular vision. Such projects often suppress dissent to preserve co-
herence, thereby reproducing the judgment closure analyzed in Chapter 9.
Yet Popper’s critique is not a rejection of ambition. In Conjectures and
Refutations (1962), he advances an alternative model of reform grounded
in critical rationalism: social change should proceed through conjecture
and testing—bold in aspiration yet provisional in implementation.

Imagination must therefore remain corrigible—open to revision in light
of evidence and experience.

This Popperian framework connects the epistemic and moral dimensions
developed in the preceding chapters. If power must remain open to criti-
cism (Chapter 9) and responsibility cannot be delegated to institutions
(Chapter 10), imaginative proposals must likewise remain accountable to
both critique and consequences. Legitimacy derives not from visionary
certainty but from the willingness to subject even the most ambitious
reforms to ongoing evaluation.

Ruth Levitas further refines this perspective by reconceiving utopia as
a method rather than a destination. In The Concept of Utopia (1990), she
defines utopian thinking as a structured inquiry into absence—an ex-
ploration of what is missing from present arrangements and why. This
approach shifts the focus from ideal end-states to critical diagnosis. Imag-
ination becomes a tool for identifying unmet needs, silenced perspectives,
and systemic exclusions. In doing so, it reinforces the moral imperative
articulated in Chapter 10: to recognize and address structural harm. The
utopian method thus bridges critique and construction, linking the iden-
tification of injustice to the articulation of alternatives.

Erik Olin Wright extends this logic to institutional design. In Envision-
ing Real Utopias (2010), he argues that democratic imagination should
be anchored in empirically grounded experimentation—what he calls
“real utopias.” These include participatory governance mechanisms, coop-
erative economic structures, and deliberative institutions that embody
democratic values while remaining open to testing and revision. Wright’s
key contribution is showing that imagination gains political significance
when institutionalized in forms capable of learning. In this sense, reform
is neither purely idealistic nor narrowly incremental; it is aspirational yet
grounded in experimentation and feedback.
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Taken together, these perspectives define a core competency of demo-
cratic leadership: the ability to imagine alternatives while preserving
pluralism, reversibility, and accountability. Democratic imagination is
neither nostalgic nor apocalyptic. It neither promises final solutions nor
resigns itself to existing constraints. Rather, it expands the horizon of
the possible while remaining subject to the disciplines of critique and
responsibility established in earlier chapters.

Contemporary democratic failures often reflect an imbalance between
imagination and responsibility. Populist movements mobilize imaginative
energy without institutional constraints, presenting simplified futures
insulated from correction and thereby undermining openness to judg-
ment. By contrast, technocratic governance suppresses imagination in
favor of procedural stability, limiting the capacity to address structural
injustice. Both tendencies disrupt the equilibrium required for democratic
renewal. Leadership must therefore navigate between these extremes: it
must inspire without deceiving and reform without absolutizing its own
vision.

Imaginative capacity is especially essential for confronting structural
violence. As Chapter 10 demonstrated, structural harm persists when in-
stitutional arrangements are perceived as inevitable. Imagination disrupts
this perception by making alternatives conceivable. It enables leaders
and citizens to envision institutional configurations that restore agency,
dignity, and inclusion. In this respect, imagination is not escapist but
emancipatory. Yet its emancipatory potential depends on discipline. With-
out ethical judgment and institutional constraints, visionary rhetoric can
legitimize new forms of exclusion or domination.

The democratic task, therefore, is not to abandon utopia but to civilize
it—to bind aspiration to responsibility and innovation to accountability.
Leaders must envision futures they cannot fully control, while recognizing
that even their most ambitious proposals remain provisional. Imagination,
like power itself, must remain open to correction.

Crucially, imagination cannot remain at the level of abstraction. Renewal
ultimately requires institutional embodiment. Once alternatives to struc-
tural harm are articulated, questions of design become unavoidable: how
authority should be organized, how power should be distributed, and at
what level collective problems should be governed. The trajectory from
epistemic openness (Chapter 9), through moral responsibility (Chapter 10),
to imaginative reconstruction (this chapter) culminates in a structural
inquiry.

The following chapter directly addresses this task. It examines federal-
ism, subsidiarity, and layered sovereignty as institutional expressions of
disciplined democratic imagination—frameworks that preserve pluralism
and enable coordinated action across multiple levels of governance.
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Federalism, Subsidiarity, and
Layered Sovereignty

A democratically competent political leader must understand not only
how to exercise power but also where it legitimately belongs—and where
it does not. Chapters 9 through 11 established that democratic leader-
ship requires critical understanding, moral responsibility, and disciplined
imagination. Yet these capacities cannot remain merely dispositional or
merely intentional; they must take institutional form. The central ques-
tion, therefore, is structural: how should authority be organized so that
responsibility remains visible, participatory, and accountable?

Democratic failure often begins not with overt domination but with mis-
placement. Power concentrates at levels too distant from those affected
by its exercise, while the capacities of communities closest to citizens
are weakened or displaced. Leaders may justify this concentration in the
language of efficiency, unity, or necessity. The consequences, however,
are recurrent: alienation, civic fatigue, and institutional overload. When
authority drifts upward without clear justification, responsibility becomes
abstract, and democratic agency diminishes.

The preceding chapters explain why this occurs. When leaders lose the
habit of self-questioning (Chapter 9), they are less likely to scrutinize
whether authority is properly located. When responsibility is displaced
onto institutions (Chapter 10), structural arrangements are treated as
fixed rather than as contestable. When imagination is constrained (Chap-
ter 11), alternative distributions of power become difficult to conceive.
Misplacement of authority is thus not merely a technical error; it reflects
a deeper failure of democratic competence.

One of the earliest and most sophisticated responses to this problem
appears in the work of Johannes Althusius. In Politica (1603), Althusius
rejected the emerging doctrine of indivisible sovereignty. Instead, he con-
ceived of political order as a federation of associations—families, guilds,
cities, and provinces—united by shared purposes and mutual commit-
ments. In this framework, sovereignty does not emanate from a single
center; it emerges from social cooperation and is articulated through
layered relationships of authority.

As Thomas Hueglin (1999) demonstrates, Althusius’s contribution lies not
only in his early articulation of federal design but also in his relational
understanding of political authority. Political community precedes cen-
tralized statehood; governance arises from practices of association rather
than from imposed hierarchy. In this sense, federalism is not merely a
territorial arrangement but a moral architecture grounded in reciprocity,
participation, and divided responsibility within a framework of shared
sovereignty.




12. Federalism, Subsidiarity, and Layered Sovereignty

This perspective clarifies a conceptual point often obscured in contempo-
rary discourse: federalism and subsidiarity are not competing principles
but expressions of the same underlying logic. Federalism provides the
institutional structure, while subsidiarity provides the normative justifi-
cation. Both assert that authority should be distributed across levels and
that higher levels are justified only insofar as they support—rather than
displace—the capacities of lower levels.!

Explicitly mandating subsidiarity in a genuinely federal constitution
risks redundancy and even conceptual confusion. Properly constituted
federal arrangements already embody subsidiarity by design: authority is
allocated according to competence, proximity, and function, and higher
levels are structurally constrained from unnecessary intrusion. If a system
requires subsidiarity to be asserted separately, this may indicate that its
federal character is incomplete or merely formal. In this sense, subsidiarity
is not an optional supplement to federalism but its normative essence.

The principle of subsidiarity is explicitly articulated in Catholic social
thought, most notably in Pope Leo XIII's Rerum Novarum (1891) and subse-
quent encyclicals. It holds that matters ought to be handled by the smallest
competent authority capable of addressing them effectively. Larger insti-
tutions exist to assist, coordinate, and, where necessary, intervene—but
not to absorb or replace local initiative. Beneath this principle lies a
moral claim: individuals and communities are not passive recipients of
governance but active participants in it.

A related formulation appears in Abraham Kuyper’s work, where his doc-
trine of “sphere sovereignty” emphasizes the autonomy of distinct social
domains—family, religion, education, economy, and state (Kuyper 1998
[1880]). Each sphere has its own internal logic and normative authority,
and no single domain may legitimately dominate the others without un-
dermining the plurality of social life. In this view, democratic leadership
requires not only the capacity to act but also the discipline to refrain from
intervention when it is neither necessary nor legitimate.

This intellectual tradition has taken concrete shape in the Netherlands'
political development. Historical resistance to centralized domination—
associated with figures such as William of Orange—helped shape a polit-
ical culture that values provincial autonomy, pluralism, and negotiated

! One of the most important competencies of democratic leadership is the ability to recognize
forms of harm that remain invisible within ordinary institutional routines. Not all threats
to human dignity arise from overt oppression, corruption, or violence. Some emerge
gradually through procedures, incentives, and administrative practices that appear normal,
lawful, and even efficient. This insight is reflected in Hannah Arendt’s (1963) analysis of
the “banality of evil” and in Johan Galtung’s (1969) concept of “structural violence” Both
emphasize that serious injustice can persist without malicious intent, becoming embedded
in bureaucratic systems, social arrangements, or institutional habits that distribute burdens
and opportunities unevenly. Under such conditions, harmful outcomes may be treated as
routine consequences of established procedures rather than as matters requiring ethical
scrutiny. For democratic leaders, competence involves more than the ability to administer
institutions effectively. It also requires an ethics of detection: the capacity to identify
exclusion, domination, marginalization, or systemic disadvantage, even when they are
concealed beneath formally legal and procedurally normal arrangements. Leaders must
learn to ask not only whether institutions operate according to their rules but also whether
those rules produce outcomes consistent with democratic values and human dignity. This
competency is especially important in complex multilevel governance systems. Federal,
regional, and local institutions bring decision-making closer to citizens, but they also create
multiple sites where structural inequalities may emerge or persist unnoticed. Democratic
leadership therefore requires continual attention to the relationship between institutional
design and lived experience. Effective governance depends not only on distributing power
appropriately but also on recognizing when ordinary structures produce extraordinary
harms. In this sense, the challenge of democratic leadership is not merely to govern well
but to perceive well. The capacity to detect hidden forms of injustice is often the first step
toward correcting them.
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governance. This trajectory continued through Kuyper’s political lead-
ership and institutional initiatives, including the founding of the Free
University of Amsterdam, and remains visible in traditions that emphasize
decentralized authority and the autonomy of social institutions. While
such continuities should not be overstated, they illustrate how principles
of layered sovereignty can become embedded in institutional practice
over time.

In modern political theory, Daniel Elazar synthesizes these traditions
into a systematic account of federalism as a covenantal form of gover-
nance. In Exploring Federalism (1987), he characterizes federal systems as
combining shared rule and self-rule. Authority is exercised jointly when
collective action is necessary and separately when local autonomy is
appropriate. Federalism thus becomes an ongoing process of negotiation
among politically organized communities rather than a one-directional
delegation from a superior center.!

Across these traditions—Althusius’s associational federalism, subsidiarity
in Catholic social thought, Kuyper’s pluralism, and Elazar’s covenantal
model—a common warning emerges: centralization corrodes responsi-
bility when it exceeds necessity. When power is drawn upward without
sufficient justification, citizens lose agency, intermediate institutions lose
vitality, and leaders assume responsibilities they cannot discharge ef-
fectively or legitimately. Democratic leadership is therefore measured
not by the accumulation of authority but by the discipline to deploy it
appropriately.

Contemporary governance often tests this discipline. Institutional arrange-
ments may retain the language of federalism while eroding its substance.
Administrative harmonization can displace democratic consent; coordina-
tion can become control. Leaders often invoke crisis, interdependence, or
uniformity to justify expanded authority. Yet necessity invoked without
participation risks turning coordination into domination. The problem is
not cooperation across levels but its asymmetry.

Layered sovereignty also serves an important corrective function for lead-
ership. When authority is concentrated beyond manageable levels, leaders
face expectations they cannot meet and grow increasingly detached from

! Discussions of structural injustice often cite extreme historical examples, such as totali-
tarian bureaucracies. While such cases remain important warnings, democratic societies
also face more ordinary forms of institutional harm that arise within routine adminis-
trative processes. These contemporary examples may be less dramatic, but they can still
affect the lives of millions of citizens. Increasingly, public decisions are shaped by digital
systems that assist or automate administrative functions. Welfare eligibility assessments,
immigration screening, predictive policing tools, educational allocation systems, and other
forms of algorithmic governance can improve efficiency and consistency. Yet they can also
reproduce existing inequalities, obscure accountability, and make it difficult for affected
individuals to understand or challenge decisions that significantly affect their lives. A
citizen denied benefits because of an opaque automated classification, a migrant assigned
a risk score without a meaningful explanation, or a community disproportionately affected
by data-driven administrative practices may experience forms of exclusion that are difficult
to identify precisely because they arise through procedures that appear neutral and lawful.
The problem is not necessarily malicious intent but the possibility that harmful outcomes
become embedded in ordinary institutional routines. For democratic leaders, this poses an
important ethical challenge. Competence requires not only managing complex administra-
tive systems but also ensuring that they remain transparent, reviewable, contestable, and
subject to democratic oversight. The central question is not whether technology should be
used in governance, but whether citizens retain meaningful avenues for accountability
when decisions are increasingly mediated by technical systems. From this perspective,
federal and multilevel governance arrangements may serve as an additional safeguard. By
dispersing authority across multiple institutions and levels of government, they create
alternative channels for citizens, communities, and oversight bodies to identify, challenge,
and correct administrative failures before they become normalized.
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the consequences of their decisions. Responsibility becomes diffuse, and
accountability weakens. Aligning authority with competence and proxim-
ity helps preserve both responsiveness and institutional sustainability.

Federalism, understood as subsidiarity in institutional form, is more than
a constitutional arrangement. It is an ethical principle embodied in struc-
ture. It preserves the link between decision and consequence, ensuring
that responsibility remains tangible rather than abstract. Democracy is
strengthened not by concentrating power but by its ordered distribu-
tion.

This structural insight completes the argument of Part II. The capacity for
critical understanding (Chapter 9) keeps power open to correction. Moral
responsibility (Chapter 10) prevents institutions from becoming vehicles
of unaccountable harm. Disciplined imagination (Chapter 11) enables
articulation of alternatives to unjust arrangements. Layered sovereignty
integrates these capacities into the structure of governance itself, ensuring
that authority is exercised where it can be both effective and account-

able.

Democratic leadership ultimately requires knowing when not to govern.
Respect for layered sovereignty is respect for the capacity of individuals
and communities to govern themselves. Leaders who centralize authority
in the name of democracy risk undermining it, whereas those who judi-
ciously distribute authority sustain both freedom and responsibility.

With this structural orientation, Part II concludes. The competencies of
democratic leadership—understanding, responsibility, imagination, and
structural judgment—now directly inform institutional design. The next
part turns explicitly to constitutional structures and political systems, ex-
amining how democratic principles translate into concrete arrangements
of power, representation, and constraint.
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Part III.

CONSTITUTIONAL
STRUCTURE AND
POLITICAL SYSTEMS



Part II concluded that democratic leadership cannot be understood apart
from the organization of power. The capacities developed in the preceding
chapters—critical understanding, moral responsibility, disciplined imagi-
nation, and respect for layered sovereignty—remain incomplete unless
anchored in institutional forms. Leadership requires judgment, but judg-
ment is always exercised within structures that distribute authority, shape
incentives, and define the conditions under which power operates.

This leads to a central proposition: democracy depends not only on what
leaders can do but also on what political systems make posible and what
they constrain.

The earlier parts of this book presented democratic leadership as a set
of ethical and civic competencies. The argument has been consistent:
democracy endures not through formal arrangements alone but when
those who hold power accept limits, remain open to correction, and
view authority as a responsibility rather than an entitlement. Yet these
dispositions do not arise in isolation. They are cultivated, reinforced, or
undermined by the institutional environments in which leaders operate.

Institutions cannot replace moral agency, but they are not neutral frame-
works. They structure political competition, influence the selection of
leaders, and shape how conflicts are expressed and resolved. They deter-
mine whether restraint is rewarded or punished, whether accountability
is enforced or evaded, and whether dissent serves as a corrective or
is treated as an obstacle. In this sense, constitutional design does not
guarantee democratic outcomes, but it conditions the likelihood of those
outcomes.

Part I, therefore, shifts from leadership competencies to the constitu-
tional environments in which those competencies must be exercised. This
shift does not imply that structures mechanically determine behavior.
Political systems do not produce outcomes independently of the indi-
viduals who inhabit them. Yet they are not passive containers. Structure
and agency are interdependent: institutions shape the incentives and
constraints within which leaders act, while leaders interpret, adapt, and
at times transform those institutions.

Classical constitutional thought recognized this interdependence clearly.
The separation of powers articulated by Montesquieu and the argument
advanced by James Madison—that ambition must counteract ambition—
both rest on a sober assessment of human fallibility. Constitutional design
was conceived not as a reflection of ideal behavior but as a framework for
channeling conflict, limiting the concentration of power, and preserving
pluralism amid imperfection.

Contemporary democratic experience has reaffirmed the relevance of this
insight. In many contexts, democratic systems do not collapse abruptly;
they are gradually reconfigured. Formal institutions remain in place, but
their function shifts. Legal frameworks are used to entrench incumbents,
marginalize opposition, and weaken oversight, all while preserving the
appearance of continuity. What changes is not always the structure itself
but how it is used—and the expectations that surround it.

This development underscores the ongoing importance of the competen-
cies developed in Parts I and II. Electoral systems cannot compensate for
leaders who reject restraint. Federal arrangements offer limited protec-
tion when authority is systematically centralized. Judicial independence
cannot withstand sustained pressure without corresponding professional
and civic commitment. Institutional design is therefore effective only
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to the extent that it is sustained by actors oriented toward democratic
purpose.

For this reason, Part III treats political systems not merely as techni-
cal arrangements but as environments that shape political conduct. The
analysis focuses on how constitutional structures influence leadership
selection, party behavior, representation, and accountability. Particular
attention is given to enduring tensions in democratic design: representa-
tion versus governability, unity versus diversity, and central coordination
versus local autonomy. These are not problems to be definitively solved
but conditions to be managed through institutional balance.

Democratic decline rarely begins with a visible rupture. More often, it
unfolds through incremental adjustments: changes in party organization,
expansions of executive authority, modifications to electoral rules, and the
gradual erosion of oversight mechanisms. Over time, these developments
reshape expectations of leaders and the standards by which they are
judged. Constitutional structure thus serves as a silent instructor, shaping
political norms through practice rather than proclamation.

The chapters that follow examine these dynamics across key domains:
political parties and leadership selection, electoral systems and representa-
tion, multilevel governance, and the resilience of constitutional safeguards
under pressure. Throughout, a single question guides the inquiry: do these
systems cultivate leaders capable of governing under constraints, or do
they reward those inclined to evade them?

If Parts I and II clarified what democratic leadership requires, Part IIT asks
whether our constitutional arrangements make such leadership possible
and whether they sustain it over time.
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Constitutions as Living
Constraints Under Pressure:
Power, Legal Manipulation, and
Democratic Erosion

Constitutional democracy rests on a demanding premise: that those who
hold power will exercise it within self-imposed limits. Constitutions are
designed to constrain authority, yet they depend on actors who recognize
those constraints as binding—not only in law but also in practice. Courts
depend on compliance; legislatures depend on integrity; and norms endure
only when treated as obligations rather than options.

This reliance on internalized restraint is both the strength and the vul-
nerability of constitutional systems. As Part II demonstrated, democratic
leadership requires critical understanding, moral responsibility, and the
discipline to accept limits. When these capacities weaken, constitutions do
not collapse immediately. Instead, they are gradually repurposed. Demo-
cratic erosion today rarely begins with overt illegality; it begins with
reinterpretation.

This tendency is not accidental. Reinterpretation requires far less political
and cognitive effort than the sustained exercise of critical understand-
ing, moral responsibility, and self-limitation. It allows actors to adapt
rules to immediate interests without confronting the more demanding
task of assessing whether those adaptations are normatively justified.
In this sense, legal manipulation reflects a deeper systemic condition: a
political environment operating under conditions of normative depletion,
in which the energy required for principled restraint exceeds what the
system is willing or able to sustain. The result is a gradual drift toward
disorder—an entropic dynamic in which rules persist formally but lose
their constraining force.!

! The diagnosis of democratic decline should not be mistaken for a claim that democratic
renewal is impossible. Political institutions are not static. Throughout modern history,
societies have experimented with new forms of participation, accountability, and collec-
tive problem-solving to strengthen democratic legitimacy within existing constitutional
frameworks. Erik Olin Wright (2010) described such initiatives as real utopias: institutional
innovations that embody democratic ideals yet remain practical enough to be tested in
real-world conditions. Rather than imagining perfect societies, real utopias pursue incre-
mental improvements that can be evaluated, revised, and adapted through experience. One
widely cited example is participatory budgeting, first developed in Porto Alegre, Brazil. It
allows citizens to deliberate directly on portions of public expenditure and to influence
spending priorities through structured public processes. The model has been adapted by
municipalities around the world and has been associated with greater transparency, civic
engagement, and public accountability. Another example is the use of citizens’ assemblies.
In recent years, randomly selected citizens’ assemblies have been convened in several
democracies to deliberate on complex policy and constitutional questions. Supported by ex-
pert testimony and structured deliberation, these bodies have shown that ordinary citizens
can contribute meaningfully to informed public decision-making when given appropriate
institutional conditions. For political leaders, the significance of these experiments lies
not in any single institutional model but in the broader lesson they convey: democratic
resilience depends on creating opportunities for citizens to participate constructively
in public life. Disciplined utopianism therefore means treating democratic reform as an
ongoing process of experimentation—testing new institutional arrangements, learning
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Recent scholarship documents that contemporary authoritarianism oper-
ates through legal mechanisms rather than against them. Tom Ginsburg
and Aziz Z. Huq (2018) show how elected governments can dismantle
democratic checks while preserving formal legality. David Landau (2013)
characterizes this pattern as abusive constitutionalism: the use of consti-
tutional change to undermine constitutional order. Kim Lane Scheppele
(2018) identifies a related dynamic—autocratic legalism—in which legal
frameworks are systematically reconfigured to entrench executive power
while maintaining a procedural appearance.

The defining feature of democratic decline in the twenty-first century is
therefore not the suspension of constitutions but their instrumentaliza-
tion.

This transformation unfolds incrementally. Emergency powers are ex-
tended; appointment procedures are altered; jurisdictional boundaries are
redefined; electoral systems are adjusted; oversight bodies are weakened;
and civil services are politicized. Each measure may seem justified in
isolation—often framed as a technical reform, an administrative necessity,
or a democratic mandate. Yet their cumulative effect is to weaken the
restraining function of constitutional systems while leaving their formal
architecture intact.

Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt (2018) describe this process as demo-
cratic backsliding: the gradual erosion of checks and balances, the weak-
ening of institutional referees, and the systematic tilting of the political
playing field. What distinguishes this form of authoritarianism is not its
visibility but its ambiguity. Institutions remain in place, elections continue,
and legality is preserved—yet the balance of power shifts in ways that
undermine accountability.

In such conditions, constitutions function less as barriers than as frame-
works whose effectiveness depends on their application. They guide
conduct but cannot compel adherence. Their durability rests on polit-
ical actors’ willingness to respect both the letter and the spirit of the
law. When constitutions are treated as instruments of advantage rather
than as shared commitments, restraint becomes contingent rather than
binding.

The most critical moment comes when executives combine electoral
legitimacy with legal authority to redesign institutional arrangements.
At that point, constitutional survival depends less on formal safeguards
than on the presence—or absence—of self-limitation. Leaders who view
power as responsibility exercise restraint even when expansion is possible.
Those who do not exploit legal pathways to consolidate control.

Comparative experience illustrates this dynamic across diverse contexts.
In Hungary and Poland, governing majorities have restructured con-
stitutional courts and weakened judicial independence. In Turkey and
Venezuela, executives have relied on constitutional amendments and
emergency powers to expand their authority. In India, democratic insti-
tutions continue to operate under mounting majoritarian pressure, with
growing constraints on the media, civil society, and judicial autonomy. In
Israel, prolonged constitutional tension and contested judicial reforms
have placed established practices of institutional balance under sustained
strain.

from experience, and refining them through public accountability rather than relying
solely on abstract theory or inherited practices.
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These cases differ in their histories, structures, and political cultures. Yet
the underlying pattern remains the same: elected leaders use lawful au-
thority to weaken constraints and redefine accountability. The appearance
of democracy persists, but its substance is gradually altered.

Political parties are at the center of this process.

Political parties should be the primary gatekeepers of constitutional
democracy. They select candidates, organize legislative behavior, and
mediate between voters and institutions. As argued in earlier chapters,
their gatekeeping role is decisive: they determine who gains access to
power and under what conditions. When party leadership prioritizes
loyalty over competence and electoral victory over constitutional respon-
sibility, parties cease to serve as safeguards. Instead, they become conduits
for the normalization of institutional erosion.

Under these conditions, parliamentary oversight weakens as party dis-
cipline supplants institutional duty. Legislatures cease to serve as inde-
pendent checks and instead become extensions of executive authority.
Judicial appointments are politicized, electoral rules are recalibrated to
favor incumbents, and internal dissent is discouraged or punished. Demo-
cratic backsliding is thus not solely an executive project; it is sustained
by party organization and legislative compliance.

This dynamic often intensifies during prolonged crises. Security threats,
economic instability, or asymmetric conflict create conditions in which
expanded authority seems justified. Measures initially presented as tem-
porary become embedded in routine governance. Over time, the exception
reshapes the rule, and emergency logic becomes normalized.

These developments reveal a structural truth: constitutions cannot defend
themselves. Their resilience depends partly on institutional design—on
how effectively authority is distributed and balanced among the legislative,
executive, and judicial branches—and equally on the conduct of those
who operate within them. When institutional design is robust, it can
delay or complicate the concentration of power. When it is ambiguous or
weakened, the system becomes more vulnerable to manipulation. In both
cases, outcomes ultimately hinge on leadership behavior.

The classical principle of horizontal separation of powers remains central
in this regard. It is not merely a formal arrangement but a mechanism for
maintaining accountability amid competing interests. When legislative
oversight is subordinated to partisan loyalty, executive authority expands
beyond effective scrutiny, and judicial independence is eroded, the consti-
tution’s capacity to constrain power diminishes from within. This process
rarely occurs abruptly. It begins with gradual accommodation: overlooked
violations, normalized exceptions, and the steady erosion of institutional
vigilance.

Constitutional defense is therefore not only a matter of legal text but
also of political culture. Systems become vulnerable when actors who
reject democratic norms are enabled or tolerated. Extremist or anti-system
movements can accelerate institutional degradation when established
parties fail to recognize or respond to the threat. Strategic opportunism,
short-term advantage, or complacency may allow such forces to reshape
the system from within.

Erosion deepens when electoral victory is treated as an unlimited mandate
and legal authority is mistaken for moral authority. Oversight institutions
are reframed as obstacles; dissent is recast as disloyalty; and adaptation
becomes a continuous expansion of power. Over time, citizens adjust to
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these changes, opposition fragments, professional norms weaken, and
institutional resistance declines. The constitutional framework remains
visible, but its restraining force diminishes.

This analysis returns to a central theme of the book: democratic decline
is a cumulative process. It rarely results from a single decision. Rather, it
emerges from a sequence of choices in which leaders abandon restraint
while remaining within the law. In this sense, constitutional collapse is a
moral failure before it becomes a legal one. At its root is a deficit in politi-
cal leadership: a lack of the knowledge, judgment, and ethical orientation
required to understand and apply the principles of political morality. This
deficit is not incidental; it reflects weaknesses in the processes used to se-
lect leaders. When political parties fail to prioritize competence, integrity,
and commitment to democratic norms, they reproduce conditions that
make constitutional erosion increasingly likely.

For this reason, constitutional resilience must be understood as a leader-
ship question as much as an institutional one. The Political Party Leader-
ship Code (PPLC), which articulates normative principles for selecting
ethical leaders, and the Leadership Scoring Metric (LSM), which opera-
tionalizes these principles into measurable criteria, were developed by
Galinanes and Klinkers (2026c) and directly address this challenge. By
evaluating political leaders not only on electoral performance but also
on their demonstrated commitment to institutional limits, accountability,
and democratic norms, these frameworks aim to restore the link between
leadership selection and constitutional integrity.

Yet constitutional erosion does not end with institutional imbalance. As
formal constraints weaken, political actors often seek legitimacy beyond
constitutional frameworks. Power becomes anchored in claims of moral
authenticity—religious identity, national destiny, or civilizational mis-
sion. Institutional restraint gives way to moral alignment, and political
competition shifts from policy disagreement to an existential contest.

Legal manipulation thus serves as a bridge to a deeper transformation:
the redefinition of the political community along exclusionary lines.

At this stage, constitutional democracy faces another challenge. Gov-
erning pluralism requires leaders who can maintain neutrality among
competing moral worldviews while safeguarding equal citizenship. When
political actors merge authority with religious or identity-based claims,
the boundary between democratic representation and moral domination
begins to erode.

The next chapter examines this development directly. It turns to the rela-
tionship among religion, political parties, and the secular state, exploring
how pluralistic governance can be preserved without reducing differences
to a hierarchy.
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Religion, Parties, and the
Secular State: Governing
Pluralism without Domination

Democratic societies are inherently plural, encompassing diverse reli-
gions, moral traditions, political ideologies, and cultural identities. This
diversity is not a temporary condition to be resolved but a permanent
feature of modern political life. The central question for constitutional
democracy is therefore not how to eliminate disagreement but how to
govern disagreement without allowing power to harden into domina-
tion.

The previous chapter showed how constitutional erosion can proceed
through legal manipulation and party complicity, even as formal struc-
tures remain intact. This chapter addresses a related but distinct vulnera-
bility: the politicization of moral identity. When religious or ideological
commitments fuse with partisan competition, democratic disagreement
is transformed. It no longer unfolds within a shared constitutional frame-
work; instead, it increasingly concerns which worldview is entitled to
define that framework.!

At stake, therefore, is a core competency of democratic leadership: the
ability to govern pluralism without reducing differences to a hierarchy.

! The European Union is one of the most ambitious contemporary experiments in layered
sovereignty. Rather than concentrating authority exclusively at the national or suprana-
tional level, it distributes decision-making across multiple institutions and jurisdictions,
combining elements of shared governance with substantial national autonomy. In this
respect, the European project reflects themes found in the federal traditions associated
with Johannes Althusius and later developed by modern theorists such as Daniel Elazar.
Authority is exercised through a complex system of negotiated competencies, overlapping
identities, and multiple levels of political representation. The European Union shows that
political communities can cooperate beyond the nation-state without entirely relinquish-
ing their distinct identities or self-governing capacities. At the same time, the European
Union illustrates the limitations of layered governance when it lacks a fully constitutional
federal foundation. Unlike federations such as the United States, Germany, or Switzerland,
the European Union remains fundamentally a treaty-based organization whose author-
ity derives from agreements among sovereign member states rather than from a single
democratic constitution enacted by a unified political community. As a result, questions
concerning sovereignty, democratic accountability, fiscal authority, foreign policy, and
constitutional supremacy often remain contested and institutionally unresolved. These
structural ambiguities have contributed to recurring governance challenges, including
tensions between national and supranational authorities, uneven policy implementation,
complex decision-making processes, and difficulties in responding coherently to economic,
migration, security, and geopolitical crises. The Union has demonstrated a remarkable
capacity for cooperation, yet it also reveals the limits of an arrangement that combines
extensive integration with an incomplete constitutional and political union. Therefore,
the European Union offers a dual lesson. It demonstrates both the possibilities and the
constraints of shared sovereignty. It shows that governance can be organized across
multiple levels beyond the nation-state, but it also suggests that durable and effective
multilevel governance ultimately requires clear constitutional foundations, democratically
accountable institutions, and a coherent allocation of powers. Without such foundations,
layered sovereignty may generate persistent tensions among integration and autonomy,
cooperation and fragmentation, and legitimacy and effectiveness.
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Modern constitutional democracy emerged in response to prolonged,
destructive conflicts over religious authority. The wars of early modern
Europe exposed the dangers of political systems that sought to enforce
a single conception of truth. Liberal constitutionalism developed not as
an abstract theory but as a practical settlement: political authority would
no longer depend on religious uniformity. Toleration became not only a
moral ideal but also a prerequisite for political stability.

This historical experience underscores the central role of secularism
in democratic governance. Properly understood, secularism does not
exclude religion from public life. Rather, it requires the state to refrain
from endorsing any comprehensive doctrine as binding on all citizens. Its
aim is institutional neutrality, not cultural exclusion. Citizens remain free
to hold and express deep convictions, but the state does not elevate any
single moral or religious framework to public orthodoxy.

John Rawls offers one of the most systematic accounts of this arrange-
ment in Political Liberalism (1993). He argues that democratic legitimacy
depends on what he calls public reason: when fundamental rights and
constitutional principles are at stake, political decisions must be justified
in terms that citizens with different worldviews can reasonably accept.
Because pluralism is enduring, the state cannot rely on a shared moral
or metaphysical foundation. Stability rests instead on an “overlapping
consensus,” in which diverse traditions converge on common political
principles for different reasons.

This framework imposes a demanding discipline on political leadership.
Personal convictions may guide judgment, but the exercise of public
authority must be justified in ways that respect equal citizenship. The
task is not to abandon belief but to translate it into arguments that others—
those who do not share those beliefs—can still assess.

Charles Taylor (2007) deepens this perspective by describing contem-
porary democracies as inhabiting a “secular age,” characterized not by
the disappearance of religion but by the coexistence of multiple moral
and spiritual frameworks without a shared hierarchy. In this context,
secularism is a structuring principle that protects freedom of conscience
amid diversity. The state does not adjudicate ultimate truth; it secures
the conditions for diverse understandings of truth to coexist without
coercion.

Jirgen Habermas (2006) adds another dimension by emphasizing the role
of democratic dialogue. Religious and secular citizens alike participate in
public deliberation, but political legitimacy requires that laws ultimately
be justified in terms accessible to all. Religious arguments are fully legiti-
mate in public debate, yet when translated into binding decisions, they
must be expressed in terms generally understandable to the public. This
process of mutual translation preserves both freedom of expression and
the state's neutrality.

Alfred Stepan (2011) complements these normative accounts by offering
an institutional perspective grounded in the concept of the “twin toler-
ations.” Democratic stability depends on reciprocal restraint: the state
must protect religious freedom and autonomy, while religious actors must
accept the authority of democratic institutions and the legitimacy of elec-
toral outcomes. When either side seeks to dominate the other, pluralism
becomes unstable.
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Taken together, these perspectives converge on a central insight: pluralis-
tic democracy depends not only on constitutional protections but also on
disciplined political conduct to sustain those protections.

The difficulty of maintaining this discipline has become increasingly
clear. In many democracies, religious identity is mobilized in explicitly
partisan ways. Political actors invoke sacred narratives to consolidate
support and cast opponents as threats to collective identity. At the same
time, secular ideologies can take similarly exclusionary forms, defining
dissenting beliefs as incompatible with civic belonging. In both cases,
disagreement shifts from policy to identity, and political competition
becomes moralized.

Political parties play a decisive role in this transformation. As the primary
intermediaries between society and the state, they translate social diver-
sity into political choices. When functioning effectively, parties channel
moral and cultural differences into negotiable policy alternatives. When
captured by absolutist narratives, they turn diversity into division and
cast compromise as suspect.

Under such conditions, compromise is recast as betrayal, electoral vic-
tory is interpreted as moral authorization, and institutional limits are
treated as obstacles rather than safeguards. The language of coexistence
yields to that of cultural survival, and democratic competition assumes
an increasingly existential character.

Constitutional democracies seek to contain these dynamics through insti-
tutional safeguards: protections for religious freedom, guarantees of equal
citizenship, independent courts, and minority rights. Yet, as Chapter 13
emphasized, these safeguards are not self-executing. Their effectiveness
depends on how political actors operate within them.

Leadership in plural societies, therefore, requires a disciplined distinction
between personal conviction and public authority. Electoral success does
not confer a monopoly on moral truth. Governing in diverse conditions
requires preserving the legitimacy of those who disagree. Rawls described
this orientation as a duty of civility: a commitment to justify political
decisions in ways that respect all citizens equally.

When this discipline weakens, pluralism erodes gradually yet perceptibly.
Public trust declines, minorities face increasing insecurity, institutional
conflicts become personalized, and political discourse takes on a moral
tone. The constitutional framework may remain formally intact, yet its
integrative function deteriorates.

The secular state is thus not neutral in the sense of indifference. It rests
on substantive commitments: freedom of conscience, equal citizenship,
and the prevention of domination. These principles define the boundaries
within which disagreement can persist without destabilizing the political
order. They require active maintenance, not passive acceptance.

To govern pluralism without domination, leaders must uphold these
commitments even when doing so constrains their preferences. They
must permit religious and ideological participation in public life while
preventing any single doctrine from capturing state authority. They must
recognize the legitimacy of competing moral claims while preserving the
institutional framework that secures equal standing for all.

This task does not eliminate conflict; it makes it manageable. Democracy
does not dissolve differences—it organizes them within shared rules.

69



14. Religion, Parties, and the Secular State: Governing Pluralism without ... 70

When this competency fails, the consequences extend beyond polariza-
tion. As moral disagreement becomes politicized and instrumentalized,
pressure mounts to reshape the law to advance partisan or ideological
supremacy. Courts are drawn into identity conflicts, legislation becomes
a vehicle for symbolic dominance, and constitutional interpretation shifts
from mediation to entrenchment.

At this point, the challenge is no longer only how to govern pluralism
but also how to preserve the integrity of the law itself.

The following chapter directly addresses this transformation. It exam-
ines how legal systems can shift from frameworks of shared order to
instruments of political advantage—and why law, once detached from
legitimacy, cannot sustain democratic governance.



Law as Instrument or Law as
Moral Order: Why Legalism
without Legitimacy Fails

The preceding chapter examined how democratic societies govern deep
moral and religious pluralism without allowing political power to be-
come a vehicle of domination. Yet pluralism can be sustained only when
disagreement occurs within a shared legal framework. Constitutional
democracy, therefore, depends not merely on managing diversity but on
preserving the integrity of the legal order that structures political life.

Law provides the institutional language through which democratic con-
flict is mediated. Constitutions, statutes, regulations, and judicial decisions
define the boundaries within which disagreement occurs. Yet law does
not serve a single, fixed function. It can serve as a moral framework that
restrains power and secures equal citizenship, or it can be reduced to a
technical instrument for organizing and justifying authority.

This distinction lies at the heart of the current democratic crisis.

As Chapter 13 demonstrated, modern democratic erosion rarely proceeds
through the abandonment of law. Instead, it unfolds through its strategic
manipulation. Legal frameworks are preserved, but their purpose is trans-
formed. Emergency decrees, electoral revisions, judicial restructuring, and
administrative regulations provide a veneer of legality even as the law’s
restraining function is progressively weakened. The danger, therefore, is
not lawlessness but the hollowing out of law’s normative foundations.

This chapter examines that transformation by revisiting a central debate in
legal theory: whether law derives its authority solely from formal validity
or from its moral character. The leadership competency at stake is the
ability to distinguish between legal permission and moral justification—
what power permits and what the constitutional order requires.

Modern legal positivism, most prominently articulated by H. L. A. Hart
(1961), offers a clear answer to the question of legal validity. In this account,
law is identified by social facts: a rule counts as law when it is created in
accordance with recognized procedures within a legal system. Whether
that rule is just or unjust is analytically distinct from its validity. This
distinction brought conceptual clarity to legal analysis and enabled an
explanation of how complex legal systems maintain coherence even in
the absence of moral consensus.

Yet this analytical separation carries a practical risk for democratic gov-
ernance. When legality is treated as independent of moral evaluation,
political actors may come to regard procedural compliance as sufficient to
justify authority. Law becomes a matter of form rather than of purpose.

Lon L. Fuller’s response challenges precisely this conclusion. In The Moral-
ity of Law (1964), Fuller argues that legal systems are not morally neutral
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structures but are governed by what he calls an “internal morality.” For
law to function as law, it must satisfy certain procedural principles: gen-
erality, publicity, prospectivity, clarity, consistency, feasibility, relative
stability, and congruence between official action and declared rules.

These principles do not guarantee substantive justice. They do, however,
set the minimum conditions for law to guide conduct rather than merely
issue commands. When they are systematically violated—through secrecy,
retroactivity, contradiction, or arbitrary enforcement—law ceases to serve
as a framework for guidance and becomes an instrument of domination.

Fuller’s argument illuminates the mechanism of contemporary demo-
cratic erosion. Modern authoritarianism rarely abolishes legal systems;
it captures them. Formal procedures are preserved, but their integrity is
gradually eroded. Courts are restructured through strategic appointments
or jurisdictional changes; electoral laws are recalibrated to disadvantage
opponents; and civil society and the media are constrained by formally
neutral regulations. Each measure may seem defensible in isolation, yet
the cumulative effect weakens the law's capacity to constrain power.

Kim Lane Scheppele (2018) describes this pattern as autocratic legalism:
the strategic use of legal frameworks to produce anti-democratic outcomes
while preserving the appearance of procedural fairness. Its effectiveness
stems from its reliance on legality. Citizens are told that institutional
changes are lawful—and often they are.

Legitimacy is what erodes, often gradually.

Legitimacy arises when the law is understood to serve the common good,
to apply equally, and to restrain the exercise of power. It depends not only
on rule compliance but also on public confidence in the rules' fairness
and purpose. When legal systems are repurposed for partisan advantage
or executive consolidation, that confidence weakens. Institutions may
remain formally intact, yet their normative authority declines.

This dynamic is reinforced by executive opportunism. Modern consti-
tutional systems necessarily grant discretionary authority and emer-
gency powers to address crises and manage complexity. Yet these powers
also create opportunities for expansion. Leaders who approach the law
instrumentally—asking what is legally permissible rather than what is con-
stitutionally justified—can gradually normalize exceptional practices.

Carl Schmitt’s (2005[1922]) formulation that sovereignty resides in the
power to decide the exception captures this danger with stark clarity.
Democratic constitutionalism seeks to contain it by embedding emergency
authority in legal frameworks and subjecting it to oversight. However,
when exceptional measures become routine, the distinction between
normal governance and emergency rule collapses. Law endures, but its
constraining function weakens.

At such moments, the stability of the legal order depends less on formal
rules than on the judgment of its members.

Legal institutions cannot fully defend themselves against actors deter-
mined to exploit them. Courts may issue rulings, legislatures may enact
safeguards, and oversight bodies may raise objections. Yet, as Chapters
13 and 14 have shown, these mechanisms depend on political actors will-
ing to uphold the law’s letter and spirit. When that willingness erodes,
legality endures, but constitutionalism recedes.
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Fuller’s insight points to a deeper understanding of law as a reciprocal
relationship. Law is not merely a system of commands issued by author-
ity; it is a framework of mutual commitment between governors and
the governed. Governments undertake to exercise power under publicly
known, stable, and coherent rules. Citizens respond with compliance
grounded in trust that these rules are not instruments of arbitrary domi-
nation. When this reciprocity breaks down, the normative basis of legal
obligation weakens.

In democratic systems, this breakdown rarely occurs abruptly. Individual
reforms may appear technical; administrative adjustments may seem
minor; institutional changes may be justified on grounds of efficiency
or necessity. Over time, however, their cumulative effect reshapes the
legal order. Institutions that once constrained power begin to facilitate
the concentration of power.

Democratic leadership requires resisting this drift. Leaders committed
to constitutional governance understand that legality alone does not
confer legitimacy. They recognize that restraint is not a limitation on
authority but a condition for its justification. They preserve institutional
independence, even when politically inconvenient; respect adverse ju-
dicial decisions; and protect the rights of opposition actors. Many of
these practices are not strictly mandated by law; they stem from the
constitutional ethics developed in Parts I and II of this book.

The competency developed in this chapter—the ability to distinguish legal
authorization from moral justification—completes a critical dimension
of democratic leadership. Without it, the law risks becoming a tool for
organizing and defending power rather than for constraining it.

This insight also extends beyond legal theory into institutional design.
Even when leaders act in good faith, the state's structure shapes how law
operates in practice. The distribution of authority—between central and
regional governments and between national and local institutions—affects
whether law reinforces accountability or enables concentration.

The following chapter, therefore, shifts from jurisprudence to constitu-
tional architecture. If law is to serve as a framework of legitimacy rather
than an instrument of control, the organization of political power must
support that purpose.
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Unitary, Federal, and Hybrid
States: How Territorial Design
Shapes Democratic Power

Chapter 15 demonstrated that democratic governance depends not only
on the existence of law but also on its legitimacy as a framework that
restrains power and sustains reciprocal obligation between government
and citizens. Yet law does not operate in abstraction. Its capacity to guide,
constrain, and command trust is shaped by the institutional structures
in which it is embedded. Constitutional design determines how author-
ity is distributed, how decisions are made, and how power can be held
accountable over time.!

One of the most significant aspects of this design is its territorial organi-
zation.

As Chapter 12 established, democratic leadership requires awareness not
only of how power is exercised but also of where it properly belongs.
The principle of layered sovereignty—expressed through federalism as
the institutional embodiment of subsidiarity—anchors responsibility to
proximity and distributes authority across multiple levels of governance.
This chapter extends that insight by examining how various territorial
systems institutionalize, distort, or undermine that principle in practice.

Democracy is governed not only by laws and leaders but also by space.
The distribution of authority across territory—between the center and the
periphery, national and regional institutions, and capital and locality—
profoundly shapes political behavior. It determines who decides, who

! One recurring danger of constitutional democracy arises when appeals to popular
sovereignty are transformed from a source of legitimate authority into a justification
for weakening the institutional restraints that make democratic authority legitimate in
the first place. Contemporary scholars have described this phenomenon as “abusive con-
stitutionalism” and “autocratic legalism.” In such cases, democratic backsliding does not
occur through the outright suspension of legality. Instead, political leaders employ for-
mally lawful mechanisms—constitutional amendments, judicial reforms, electoral changes,
emergency powers, or administrative restructuring—to reduce institutional checks while
preserving the appearance of democratic legitimacy. A common feature of these processes
is the invocation of a popular mandate. Electoral victory is presented not merely as au-
thorization to govern but as authorization to remove constraints on governing power.
Courts, regional governments, independent agencies, constitutional oversight bodies, and
opposition institutions are portrayed as obstacles to the authentic will of the people rather
than as essential components of constitutional democracy. This dynamic highlights an
important distinction between popular sovereignty and unconstrained majoritarianism.
Democratic legitimacy does not arise simply because a majority supports a particular
leader or policy. It depends on maintaining institutions that preserve accountability, protect
pluralism, and ensure that political power remains subject to constitutional limits. For
democratic leaders, the lesson is clear: the true test of commitment to popular sovereignty
is not the ability to mobilize majorities but the willingness to exercise authority within the
constitutional framework that allows citizens with differing views to continue governing
themselves together. Constitutional restraint is not a limitation on democracys; it is one of
the conditions that make democracy durable.
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implements, and who can hold power to account. Yet territorial organiza-
tion is often treated as a technical or administrative matter rather than a
core element of democratic architecture.

This chapter argues that unitary, federal, and hybrid systems embody dis-
tinct logics of governance. Each system distributes authority differently,
structures political competition, and creates distinct incentives for politi-
cal actors. The competency at stake is structural literacy: the capacity to
recognize how different modes of organizing power shape accountability,
responsibility, and the long-term balance of authority.

At a conceptual level, it is important to distinguish between top-down and
bottom-up governance logics. Both centralized and decentralized unitary
systems remain, in essence, top-down: authority originates at the center
and is then distributed or delegated. By contrast, federal systems are
grounded in a bottom-up logic, in which authority is constituted through
the association of political communities that retain constitutionally pro-
tected powers. This distinction is not merely descriptive; it has normative
implications for how responsibility is anchored and how power can be
contested.

At one end of the spectrum are unitary states. In their classical form,
political authority is concentrated in a single national government, even
when administrative responsibilities are delegated to subnational bodies.
Such delegation does not alter the fundamental structure: subnational
authority ultimately derives from the center and can be modified or
withdrawn.

Unitary systems offer clear advantages. Decision-making is streamlined,
policies can be implemented with relative uniformity, and responsibility
for outcomes is more easily assigned. In moments of crisis, centralized
authority may facilitate coordination and a rapid response.

Yet these efficiencies entail democratic trade-offs. When authority is
concentrated, decision-making may grow increasingly distant from cit-
izens, and political competition tends to be organized primarily at the
national level. Opportunities for local experimentation diminish, and
feedback loops between policy and lived experience weaken. Over time,
centralization can also reinforce executive dominance, particularly where
institutional counterweights are weak or political culture favors strong
leadership.

Empirical evidence suggests that sustained centralization creates ten-
sions between national authorities and civil society. When citizens and
intermediary institutions perceive themselves as structurally excluded
from meaningful influence, legitimacy is strained. Political contestation
may then shift from institutional engagement to episodic mobilization,
revealing a deeper imbalance between authority and participation.

Federal systems embody a distinct institutional logic. In federal arrange-
ments, authority is constitutionally divided between national and sub-
national governments. Regional units possess autonomous powers that
the center cannot unilaterally withdraw. This creates multiple centers of
decision-making, each with its own democratic mandate.

Ronald L. Watts (1998) defines federalism as a combination of shared rule
and self-rule: governance is exercised jointly when collective action is
necessary and separately when local autonomy is appropriate. Daniel J.
Elazar (1987) further characterizes federalism as a covenantal partnership
grounded in reciprocity rather than hierarchy. Authority is dispersed not
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only for efficiency but also to prevent its concentration and to protect
pluralism.

From the perspective developed in Chapter 12, federalism embodies sub-
sidiarity in institutional form. It embeds the principle that authority
should remain as close as possible to those affected by it, while enabling
coordination at higher levels when necessary.

This structure provides important democratic safeguards. By dispers-
ing authority, federal systems create multiple arenas for representation
and accountability. Subnational governments can serve as sites for pol-
icy innovation and political participation. Crucially, they also serve as
counterweights to central authority. When national institutions weaken,
regional ones may preserve elements of democratic practice.

Yet federalism introduces its own tensions. It can entrench regional in-
equalities, complicate coordination across jurisdictions, and fragment
policy. Subnational autonomy may also shield local forms of democratic
erosion from effective oversight. Moreover, federal systems are not im-
mune to centralizing pressures. National executives may invoke crisis,
unity, or economic necessity to expand their authority, gradually shifting
the balance of power between levels of government.

Whether such pressures lead to temporary coordination or lasting central-
ization depends fundamentally on the cognitive competence and moral
orientation of political leadership. When leaders have the capacity for
structural judgment and the ethical commitment to restraint, federal
balance can be maintained even under stress. When these qualities are ab-
sent, institutional safeguards may be reinterpreted or bypassed, allowing
a gradual concentration of power despite formal constitutional limits.

Between these two models lies a wide range of hybrid or devolved systems.
In these arrangements, significant authority is delegated to subnational
units, while sovereignty remains formally centralized. These systems
often arise not from a single constitutional design but from political
compromise and gradual institutional evolution.

Martin Loughlin (2003) observes that devolved arrangements often rely
on legislative frameworks rather than entrenched constitutional guaran-
tees. This flexibility allows adaptation over time and may facilitate the
accommodation of diversity. Yet it also introduces fragility. When subna-
tional authority depends on political discretion rather than constitutional
protection, it can be reversed more easily.

Hybrid systems, therefore, depend heavily on political culture and lead-
ership restraint. Their stability rests less on formal entrenchment than
on central authorities' willingness to respect the autonomy they have
granted. In this sense, they illustrate a recurring theme of this book: in-
stitutions provide frameworks, but their democratic quality ultimately
depends on how power is exercised within them.

Despite their differences, all three models share a key feature: territorial
design shapes political incentives.

Centralized systems tend to concentrate authority at the national level,
whereas federal systems distribute authority among multiple institutional
centers. Hybrid arrangements create fluid boundaries that political actors
can adjust—sometimes incrementally, sometimes strategically.

These dynamics are critical because democratic erosion often advances
through structural adjustment rather than overt rupture. Leaders may
centralize fiscal authority, override regional competencies, or bypass local
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institutions under the guise of efficiency or crisis management. What
begins as administrative reform can gradually shift the distribution of
political power.

Fiscal structures play a particularly decisive role in this process. Jonathan
Rodden (2006) shows that mismatches between revenue and expenditure
responsibilities can distort accountability. When subnational governments
are tasked with delivering services without corresponding fiscal auton-
omy, they become dependent on central transfers. National executives, in
turn, accumulate leverage without commensurate responsibility. These
imbalances weaken democratic feedback and create incentives for oppor-
tunistic centralization.

Recent developments across diverse political systems show that decen-
tralization can be reversed even when it is formally entrenched. National
authorities increasingly cite security concerns, economic coordination, or
national identity to reclaim powers previously delegated to regional insti-
tutions. These measures are often legally justified, yet their cumulative
effect is to concentrate authority and narrow the space for autonomous
political action.

From the perspective developed in Chapter 15, this process also shapes
the character of law. When authority is centralized without adequate
safeguards, legal frameworks risk becoming instruments of coordination
and control rather than mechanisms of accountability. Conversely, when
authority is distributed in accordance with subsidiarity, law is more likely
to serve as a framework of legitimacy grounded in proximity, participation,
and mutual constraint.

Democratic accountability depends, in part, on proximity. Citizens are
more likely to engage when governance is visible, accessible, and respon-
sive. When authority is concentrated in distant institutions, feedback
loops weaken and responsibility becomes harder to trace.

Territorial pluralism can therefore play a stabilizing role. Multiple centers
of authority preserve institutional diversity, create alternative arenas for
participation, and ensure that political competition is not confined to a
single level of governance. While distributed authority does not guarantee
democratic resilience, concentrated authority consistently lowers barriers
to erosion.

For democratic leaders, this creates a clear responsibility. Decisions about
jurisdiction, funding, and administrative authority are never merely tech-
nical. They shape the distribution of power across the political system
and influence how institutions interact over time.

The required competency is structural literacy in its fullest sense: the ca-
pacity to understand how institutional design channels political behavior
and how territorial arrangements either reinforce or undermine demo-
cratic accountability. Leaders with this competency resist unnecessary
centralization, respect subnational autonomy, maintain fiscal balance, and
recognize that effective governance is not synonymous with maximal
control.

As Parts II and III together have emphasized, democracy is sustained not
only by norms and intentions but also by the institutional environments
in which leaders operate. These structures determine where authority
resides, how it is exercised, and how citizens can respond. When territorial
organization becomes a mechanism for concentration, democratic space
contracts. When it reflects layered sovereignty, democratic participation
expands and responsibility remains visible.
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Yet territorial design addresses only one dimension of constitutional
architecture. Once authority is distributed across levels of government,
a further question becomes decisive: how executive power is organized
within those structures and how leaders are held accountable for its
exercise.

The next chapter, therefore, shifts from the geography of power to the
organization of executive authority, examining how presidential, par-
liamentary, and hybrid systems shape political incentives, leadership
behavior, and democratic resilience.
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Executive Design and
Democratic Accountability:
Presidentialism,
Parliamentarism, and
Collective Leadership

The previous chapter demonstrated that the state's territorial organiza-
tion shapes how authority is distributed across space and how citizens
engage with governance at different levels. Yet the territorial distribution
of power does not, by itself, determine how authority is exercised within
institutions. Once power is allocated across levels of government, a fur-
ther question becomes decisive: how executive authority is constituted,
exercised, and constrained.

This question directly connects to the argument developed in Chapter 15.
If law is to serve as a framework of legitimacy rather than an instrument of
control, those who exercise executive authority must remain accountable
within structures that both enable and constrain their power. Executive
design is therefore not merely a technical feature of constitutional systems;
it is a central determinant of whether authority remains constrained or
becomes concentrated.

Every democracy must confront a fundamental problem of governance:
who governs, under what conditions, and how they can be held account-
able.

The answer lies in executive design. Whether a political system adopts
presidential, parliamentary, hybrid, or collective arrangements determines
how leaders are selected, how authority is legitimized, and how account-
ability is enforced. These institutional choices do more than allocate
formal powers. They structure incentives, shape political behavior, and
influence the resilience—or fragility—of democratic governance.

At the core of this discussion is a frequently misunderstood distinction.
Presidential systems are not defined simply by the presence of a president
but by the independent election of the executive and the legislature. Both
derive authority directly from the electorate and claim democratic legiti-
macy in their own right. This dual mandate creates a structural tension:
two institutions, each representing “the people,” may assert competing
claims to authority.

In principle, this tension can be managed through clearly defined con-
stitutional rules that delineate competencies, regulate interactions, and
establish procedures for cooperation among branches, complemented by
a culture of political restraint. In practice, however, when institutional
actors lack the competence, experience, or commitment to constitutional
norms, these mechanisms often prove insufficient. Instead of coordina-
tion, rivalry emerges. The absence of an internal mechanism to resolve
conflict—such as a vote of confidence—means that disagreements between
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the executive and the legislature may persist or escalate. In polarized con-
texts, this structural feature can transform political competition into
institutional deadlock.

Juan J. Linz’s (1990) influential critique remains central to this discussion.
Presidential systems, he argued, combine fixed terms with the concentra-
tion of symbolic and political authority in a single individual. Electoral
competition becomes a zero-sum contest in which losers are excluded
from executive power for the duration of the term. This dynamic inten-
sifies polarization, reduces incentives to compromise, and increases the
likelihood that political conflict will be framed as existential.!

Subsequent scholarship has refined, but not fundamentally overturned,
this analysis. Shugart and Carey (1992) demonstrate that institutional
details—such as legislative powers and party systems—shape outcomes,
while Cheibub (2007) shows that presidential democracies can endure un-
der certain conditions. Yet these contributions confirm a broader pattern:
presidentialism embeds a structural tendency toward personalization
and unilateralism, especially when institutional norms are weak or party
systems are fragmented.

From the perspective developed in this book, these characteristics raise
concerns about the long-term compatibility of presidentialism with demo-
cratic accountability. The concentration of authority in a single, directly

elected executive—combined with limited mechanisms for routine removal—

creates conditions in which leadership may become insulated from insti-
tutional control.

Parliamentary systems operate under a different logic. By anchoring exec-
utive authority in legislative confidence, they avoid the dual mandate and
establish a unified chain of democratic legitimacy. Governments remain
continuously accountable to elected representatives and can be replaced
without constitutional rupture. This flexibility reduces the risk of institu-
tional crisis and embeds responsiveness in the governance structure.

Parliamentary systems also tend to diffuse executive authority through
collective cabinet responsibility. Decision-making is less personalized,
coalition-building is institutionalized, and governance depends on sus-
tained negotiation rather than on plebiscitary endorsement. While such
systems are not without risks—particularly when dominant parties weaken
parliamentary oversight or when coalitions become unstable—they pro-
vide stronger structural safeguards against the concentration of power.

! The discussion of public reason in earlier chapters assumes that citizens and leaders can
engage one another through arguments grounded in publicly accessible reasons rather
than purely sectarian claims or manipulated narratives (Rawls 1993). Yet this assumption
faces growing challenges in contemporary digital environments. As Chapter 8 noted,
democratic disagreement today often extends beyond competing values or policy prefer-
ences to disputes over basic facts themselves. Misinformation, algorithmic amplification,
fragmented media ecosystems, and the rapid circulation of emotionally charged content
can weaken the shared factual foundations upon which democratic deliberation depends.
When citizens no longer inhabit a sufficiently common informational space, the capacity
for reasoned public debate is diminished. This development raises an important leadership
challenge. Democratic governance requires more than constitutional rules and institu-
tional safeguards; it also depends upon what might be called the preconditions of public
reason: access to reliable information, independent journalism, civic education, scientific
integrity, procedural transparency, and public institutions capable of generating trust.
These conditions do not eliminate disagreement, nor should they. Rather, they provide
the common factual horizon within which disagreement can remain constructive and
democratically legitimate. The challenge for contemporary leaders is therefore not only
to govern within constitutional constraints but also to help preserve the informational
conditions that make constitutional democracy possible. Institutions can distribute power
wisely, but they cannot function effectively when citizens lose confidence in the very
processes through which truth claims are assessed and public decisions are justified.
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Regarding the relationship between law and legitimacy outlined in Chap-
ter 15, parliamentarism reinforces the conditions under which law can
serve as a framework for reciprocal accountability. Executive authority
remains embedded in an ongoing relationship of confidence and contes-
tation rather than insulated by a fixed electoral mandate.

Hybrid or semi-presidential systems attempt to combine elements of both
models but often reproduce their tensions in more complex forms. As
Elgie (2011) shows, the coexistence of a directly elected president and a
government accountable to parliament can blur lines of responsibility
and create competition among executive actors. Rather than resolving
the problem of dual legitimacy, such systems may redistribute it across
institutions, thereby increasing the need for constitutional clarity and
political restraint.

The central challenge of executive design, therefore, lies not only in how
authority is legitimized but also in how it is exercised over time. Systems
that concentrate power in a single individual—whether a president or a
prime minister—remain vulnerable to personalization, even when formal
constraints exist. The persistence of leader-centric politics across institu-
tional contexts suggests that structural solutions must go beyond merely
balancing branches.

Here, collective executive models offer a distinct alternative.

By distributing executive authority among multiple individuals, collective
systems reduce both the symbolic and practical concentration of power.
Decision-making becomes deliberative rather than unilateral, responsi-
bility is shared rather than individualized, and governance is structured
around coordination rather than command.

The Swiss Federal Council offers a well-established example of such an ar-
rangement. As Arend Lijphart (1999) notes, its collegial structure promotes
stability, continuity, and inclusiveness while avoiding the personalization
seen in single-leader systems. Executive authority is exercised collectively,
and leadership rotates, reinforcing the principle that governance is an
institutional function rather than a personal mandate.

Building on this logic, Galifianes and Klinkers (2026b) propose a rotating
collective executive within a broader constitutional framework. In this
model, executive authority is exercised by a small council whose chair
rotates periodically. This design aims to prevent the concentration of
symbolic authority while preserving coordination and accountability.
Leadership is thus embedded in the structure rather than vested in a
single individual.

From a normative perspective, the progression across these models is
instructive. Presidential systems concentrate authority through a direct
mandate; parliamentary systems mitigate this concentration through
legislative dependence; collective systems go further by structurally em-
bedding power-sharing within the executive.

Such arrangements are especially relevant in complex pluralistic societies.
Where political communities are diverse and authority is distributed
across multiple levels—as discussed in Chapter 16—no single actor can
credibly embody the whole. Collective leadership aligns more closely with
the principles of shared sovereignty and plural representation outlined in
Chapter 12.

For democratic leaders, these institutional differences are not abstract.
They shape the incentives under which leadership is exercised. Presidents
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must resist equating electoral victory with unfettered authority. Prime
ministers must avoid conflating a parliamentary majority with demo-
cratic exclusivity. Members of collective executives must actively sustain
deliberation and shared responsibility rather than defaulting to informal
hierarchies.

The competency at stake is institutional self-awareness: the ability to
understand how one’s office structures power and to act in ways that
reinforce, rather than undermine, democratic accountability.

Yet executive design alone cannot secure democratic governance. As
Chapter 13 demonstrated, institutional forms can be repurposed when
political actors abandon restraint. Even systems designed to diffuse au-
thority may be captured if supporting institutions weaken or if political
culture shifts toward domination.

In particular, the effectiveness of executive accountability depends on
the autonomy and strength of legislatures. When representative institu-
tions remain independent, they constrain executive ambition and sustain
pluralism. When they become subordinated—through party discipline,
polarization, or strategic alignment—internal checks may weaken.

This convergence reveals a structural limitation of the classical separation
of powers. The assumption that the executive and legislative branches will
reliably check one another does not always hold in practice. Under condi-
tions of strong party control, declining leadership quality, or personalized
political authority, both branches may align rather than counterbalance,
thereby reducing the system’s capacity for internal correction.

It is precisely under these conditions that the need for an additional
institutional dimension becomes evident.

The Quarta Politica, introduced earlier in this book (Galifianes and Klink-
ers 2025a; 2026d), addresses this limitation by proposing an independent,
citizen-oriented oversight function. Unlike the executive, it does not gov-
ern; unlike the legislature, it does not legislate; and unlike the judiciary,
it does not adjudicate individual disputes. Its role is systemic: to monitor,
expose, and correct distortions in the exercise of public power.

From this perspective, the vulnerabilities identified across executive
systems—particularly the risks of personalization, dual legitimacy, insti-
tutional convergence, and declining competence among political actors—
cannot be fully addressed by internal design alone. They require contin-
uous, independent scrutiny capable of acting when traditional checks
fail.

Collective executive models partially address these risks by distributing
authority within the organization. Yet even collegial systems benefit from
external oversight to ensure transparency, accountability, and adherence
to constitutional principles.

The broader implication is clear. Executive restraint cannot rely solely on
institutional balance; it must be reinforced by complementary structures
that safeguard democratic integrity when internal mechanisms fail.

The competency required of democratic leadership, therefore, extends
beyond institutional self-awareness. It includes recognizing the limits of
institutional design and the willingness to support oversight mechanisms
that may constrain one’s authority.

The next chapter builds on this insight by examining legislatures, often
assumed to be the primary site of democratic accountability. It analyzes
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how representative institutions may be integrated into executive power
and why this transformation strengthens the case for an additional, inde-
pendent dimension of democratic oversight.



Coalition Politics, Monism, and
Democratic Drift: When
Parliaments Become Executive
Instruments

Executive systems structure how political authority is exercised, but they
do not operate in isolation. Presidents, prime ministers, and cabinets
govern within institutional environments that legislatures fundamen-
tally shape. Parliaments and congresses enact laws, authorize budgets,
scrutinize executive action, and provide the principal arena for political
pluralism to enter the governing process. Whether these institutions func-
tion as independent centers of deliberation or as extensions of executive
authority profoundly shapes the quality of democratic accountability.

If earlier chapters examined how power is distributed territorially and
organized within the executive, this chapter addresses the third pillar
of constitutional structure: how power is scrutinized, contested, and au-
thorized through representative institutions. Legislatures are not merely
procedural components of governance; they are constitutive of democ-
racy. Without an independent legislature, representation risks becoming
symbolic and accountability is weakened.

Yet across many contemporary democracies, legislatures increasingly
struggle to fulfill this role. Rather than serving as autonomous arenas
of deliberation and scrutiny, they often function as administrative in-
struments of the executive. Formal procedures remain intact—debates
are held, laws are passed, oversight mechanisms exist—but substantive
independence is steadily eroded. What emerges is a system in which
procedural compliance persists alongside a gradual erosion of meaningful
legislative agency.

This transformation rarely stems from explicit constitutional change.
Instead, it unfolds incrementally through the interplay of party organiza-
tion, coalition dynamics, and institutional incentives that align legislative
behavior with executive priorities. Each adjustment may seem justified
in isolation—streamlining procedures, ensuring governability, and main-
taining cohesion—but together they produce a structural convergence
of power. The appeal of these developments is understandable: they of-
ten promise greater efficiency, policy coherence, and governability. Yet
these benefits must be weighed against the potential costs to legislative
autonomy and constitutional accountability.!

! Critiques of executive dominance should not be read as rejections of governmental ef-
ficiency. Democratic governments must be able to make decisions, coordinate policy,
respond to crises, and administer increasingly complex societies. Efficiency is therefore a
genuine democratic value. Citizens reasonably expect public institutions not only to be
accountable but also to be effective. The challenge arises when efficiency becomes the
sole measure of institutional performance. Procedures that accelerate decision-making,
strengthen executive coordination, or reinforce party discipline may improve governabil-
ity in the short term, yet they can also weaken the safeguards that protect democratic
legitimacy. As Lon L. Fuller (1964) argued, law derives its authority not merely from the
outcomes it produces but from adherence to principles such as publicity, consistency,
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At the center of this process lies a tension inherent in modern party
democracy. Political parties are indispensable to democratic governance:
they aggregate preferences, structure electoral competition, and enable
coordinated policymaking. However, the same mechanisms that make
parties effective instruments of governance can also weaken their repre-
sentative function. When parties become tightly integrated with executive
leadership, legislative independence narrows. Members of parliament or
congress increasingly act not as representatives exercising independent
judgment but as agents implementing predetermined party strategies.

This dynamic is especially evident in coalition politics. Coalition agree-
ments, typically negotiated among party leaders outside public scrutiny,
set comprehensive policy frameworks that bind legislative majorities
in advance. Once adopted, these agreements shape legislative behavior
across a wide range of issues, narrowing the scope for open-ended de-
liberation. Parliamentary debate continues, but its function shifts from
evaluation to ratification.

Arend Lijphart (1999) conceptualized this transformation as a shift from
dualism to monism. In a dualist system, the legislature and the execu-
tive remain institutionally distinct: governments propose, parliaments
evaluate, and accountability is maintained through structured tension. By
contrast, under monism, the executive and legislative majorities merge
into a single governing bloc. Political authority is exercised as if emanating
from a unified center, even where formal separation persists. Legislative
processes continue, but their outcomes are largely predetermined through
coordination within the governing majority.

Although this dynamic is most commonly associated with parliamentary
systems, it is not confined to them. In presidential systems—particularly
when a single party controls both the executive and the legislature—
similar alignment patterns emerge. The formal separation of powers
remains intact, yet its practical effect diminishes as legislative agendas
increasingly mirror executive priorities. Institutional friction gives way
to partisan cohesion, and oversight becomes selective rather than system-
atic.

Party discipline reinforces this convergence. In contemporary political
systems, legislative careers are often shaped by party leadership through
control over candidate selection, committee assignments, and advance-
ment opportunities. Deviating from agreed positions carries tangible
costs that encourage conformity over independent judgment. Legisla-
tors are incentivized to defend executive decisions rather than scrutinize
them, and dissent becomes a political liability rather than a democratic
responsibility.

These developments are often justified in the name of stability. Coalition
governments must coordinate among multiple actors, and fragmented
legislatures can struggle to produce coherent outcomes. Strong party
discipline and centralized agenda-setting can facilitate policy implemen-
tation and reduce uncertainty. Yet stability achieved through alignment
carries significant democratic trade-offs. When scrutiny weakens, errors

transparency, and congruence between official action and declared rules. These principles
constitute what Fuller called the “internal morality of law.” For democratic leaders, the
task is not to choose between efficiency and legality but to reconcile them. Effective gov-
ernance and constitutional integrity are not opposing goals; they are mutually reinforcing
requirements of democratic government. Institutions function best when they can act
decisively while remaining subject to meaningful scrutiny, predictable rules, and public
accountability.
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persist longer, abuses are harder to detect, and accountability mechanisms
become less effective.

Kaare Strem (1990) shows that executive dominance does not depend
solely on large or unified majorities. It can emerge wherever agenda con-
trol, party cohesion, and leadership coordination outweigh institutional
independence. In this sense, stability often comes at the cost of scrutiny.
Similarly, Peter Mair (2013) situates these developments within a broader
transformation of democratic politics, in which political parties become
increasingly integrated into the state while distancing themselves from
civil society. Legislatures, in turn, lose their vitality as arenas of public
contestation and become embedded within governing structures.

The cumulative effect is the gradual erosion of institutional friction.
Democracy depends on structured disagreement—on contestation, nego-
tiation, and resistance among institutions. When such friction is reduced
in the name of efficiency or unity, governance may become more stream-
lined, but democratic substance weakens. Conflict does not disappear; it
is displaced into less visible arenas, such as internal party negotiations or
less transparent, less accessible executive decision-making processes.

This transformation is not only institutional but also cultural. Legisla-
tors increasingly view their role in partisan rather than representative
terms. Loyalty to party leadership takes precedence over responsiveness
to constituents, and success is measured by alignment rather than by in-
dependence. As Ludger Helms (2012) observes, this shift reflects a broader
centralization of political leadership in contemporary democracies. Over
time, these patterns become normalized, shaping expectations of political
behavior and reinforcing the cycle of convergence.

Legislative abdication has consequences that extend beyond parliament
itself. It creates a structural gap in the architecture of accountability. The
classical Trias Politica assumes that each branch of government will coun-
terbalance the others. When executive and legislative functions converge,
that assumption no longer holds. Internal checks weaken, and the system
becomes increasingly vulnerable to the concentration of power.

From the perspective developed throughout this work, this convergence
signals a systemic warning. Democratic erosion does not require institu-
tional breakdown; it can occur through institutional alignment. Citizens
continue to vote, governments continue to legislate, and constitutional
forms remain intact. Yet beneath this continuity, the relationship between
representation and power is subtly transformed.

It is precisely under such conditions that the need for complementary over-
sight becomes clear. When internal accountability mechanisms weaken,
democratic systems require an additional, structurally independent layer
capable of monitoring and evaluating the exercise of power across insti-
tutional boundaries.

The Quarta Politica meets this requirement by institutionalizing oversight
as a distinct function of governance (Galifanes and Klinkers 2025a; 2026d).
Its role is not to govern, legislate, or adjudicate, but to safeguard the
integrity of the system as a whole. By operating independently of both
executive and legislative structures, it restores visibility, scrutiny, and
corrective capacity where internal checks have weakened. In doing so, it
reintroduces the friction necessary for democratic accountability.

Yet the preservation of legislative independence ultimately depends not
only on institutional design but also on political behavior. Legislatures
retain formal authority over lawmaking, budgeting, and oversight. Their
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decline is not inevitable; it reflects the choices of those who work within
them.

The central competency emphasized in this chapter is the willingness to
resist executive capture—even at personal or political cost. This includes
defending committee autonomy, insisting on transparent procedures,
protecting minority rights during parliamentary debate, and exercising
oversight with seriousness and persistence. These are not merely proce-
dural tasks but ethical obligations intrinsic to representative office.

Coalitions and party coordination, in themselves, do not undermine
democracy. When structured transparently and grounded in genuine
deliberation, they can enhance inclusion and stability. The danger arises
when discipline replaces judgment and unity substitutes for accountabil-
ity. In its most corrosive form, monism turns legislatures into instruments
of governance, thereby accelerating democratic drift.

This chapter completes the institutional analysis in Part III. Territorial de-
sign allocates authority across space, executive systems shape leadership
incentives, and legislative structures determine how power is scrutinized
and authorized. Together, these dimensions reveal a consistent pattern:
even well-designed institutions can drift toward concentration when
political incentives align.

For this reason, democratic resilience depends not only on the separation
of powers but also on the complementarity of powers—including an
autonomous oversight dimension capable of safeguarding the system as
a whole.
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Part IV.

GOVERNANCE,
INSTITUTIONS, AND
ETHICAL CAPACITY



The preceding Parts have established that democratic erosion is best
understood not as an episodic breakdown but as a cumulative process
embedded in the internal dynamics of democratic systems. Parts II and
Il demonstrated how this process unfolds through identifiable patterns:
the progressive centralization of executive authority, the functional atten-
uation of legislatures, and the resulting reconfiguration of institutional
equilibrium. These developments were treated not as isolated patholo-
gies but as systemic tendencies arising from the interplay of institutional
design, political incentives, and evolving governance demands.

Part IV builds directly on this analytical foundation by shifting attention
from the structure of authority to its exercise.

If the earlier Parts examined how democratic systems are organized and
how authority shifts within them, this section addresses the consequences
of these transformations for governance as a practice. The redistribution
of power within institutions is neither merely formal nor static; it reshapes
the cognitive, deliberative, and operational environments in which public
decisions are made. When executive predominance coincides with legisla-
tive weakening, governance becomes structurally predisposed to narrower
information inputs, shallower deliberation, and diminished responsive-
ness to the plurality of social interests that representative institutions are
designed to mediate.

This reconfiguration has direct implications for what may be termed gov-
ernance capacity—the ability of political systems to formulate, implement,
and revise policy in ways consistent with democratic principles and adap-
tive effectiveness. As authority concentrates, the range of perspectives
informing decision-making narrows, and weakened legislatures erode
oversight and the accumulation of institutional memory. Administrative
systems, in turn, risk privileging procedural compliance over critical eval-
uation. The cumulative effect is a gradual erosion of the system’s ability to
learn from failure, respond to complexity, and recalibrate policy through
iterative feedback.

At the same time, the transformations identified in Parts II and III pro-
duce a parallel shift in the structure of responsibility. As executive actors
assume greater control and representative institutions lose their capacity
to function as autonomous centers of political agency, accountability be-
comes increasingly diffuse. Governance is conducted less through publicly
reasoned justification, reciprocal engagement, and sustained deliberation,
and more through procedural instruments, hierarchical direction, and
mandate-driven action. In such conditions, responsibility is neither clearly
allocated nor effectively internalized, resulting in a systemic deficit in
ownership of political outcomes.

These dynamics reveal a structural limitation inherent in the classical
doctrine of the separation of powers. The Trias Politica presumes that
the executive, legislative, and judicial branches will operate as mutually
constraining forces, thereby ensuring accountability through institutional
balance. However, as the preceding analysis has shown, these mecha-
nisms are not self-sustaining. When political incentives converge toward
concentration, the capacity of each branch to counterbalance the others
may erode simultaneously. Under such conditions, accountability cannot
be secured solely through intra-institutional equilibrium.

It is precisely within this structural gap that the Quarta Politica gains its
practical significance.
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As developed in earlier chapters, the Quarta Politica constitutes an au-
tonomous, citizen-oriented dimension of governance whose function is
not to exercise power in the conventional sense but to safeguard the
integrity of its exercise. It operates as a systemic layer of oversight—
monitoring institutional behavior, enhancing transparency, and reintro-
ducing accountability where endogenous checks have weakened. In doing
so, it complements rather than supplants the classical branches, extending
the architecture of democracy beyond the limits of the Trias Politica.

This extension, however, is not merely institutional. It entails a reconcep-
tualization of democratic governance itself. The analysis throughout this
work underscores that institutional arrangements and ethical capacity
are mutually constitutive. Democratic resilience depends not only on the
formal distribution of powers but also on the ability of institutions and
actors to exercise authority in ways that are normatively grounded, reflex-
ive, and responsive to societal complexity. Policy competence and moral
judgment are therefore inseparable dimensions of governance: the effec-
tive exercise of power requires a continuous balancing of efficiency with
inclusion, authority with accountability, and strategic decision-making
with sustained public deliberation.

The chapters that follow develop this argument across three interrelated
dimensions. First, they examine how institutional incentives and struc-
tural configurations shape policy frameworks and constrain the scope
of government action. Second, they analyze how administrative cultures
and practices mediate the relationship between formal authority and
democratic performance. Third, they explore the role of political lead-
ership in determining whether concentrated power advances the public
good or reinforces hierarchical control. Across these dimensions, a cen-
tral question guides the inquiry: how can democratic leadership remain
accountable within systems structurally predisposed to the concentration
of authority?

This question is especially important in federal and decentralized systems
that seek to balance shared rule with self-rule. As scholars of federalism,
such as Ronald L. Watts (1998), have emphasized, territorial pluralism
can strengthen democracy by bringing authority closer to citizens and
preserving institutional diversity. Yet decentralization also carries risks.
Under certain conditions, local autonomy may enable forms of “subna-
tional authoritarianism,” in which regional or local authorities weaken
democratic competition, restrict minority rights, or entrench illiberal po-
litical practices while remaining formally within a broader constitutional
order (Gibson 2013).!

For this reason, the PPLC framework does not treat subsidiarity as an
unlimited delegation of authority but as a principle embedded in a broader
constitutional structure of democratic accountability, rights protection,
judicial review, and multi-level oversight. The legitimacy of decentralized
governance depends not only on proximity to citizens but also on contin-
ued fidelity to the constitutional and democratic principles that justify
self-government. Subsidiarity therefore cannot serve as a shield for local
democratic erosion; rather, it must operate within a system in which all
levels of government remain accountable to shared constitutional norms
and mechanisms of democratic correction.

Within this broader framework, the Quarta Politica should be understood
not merely as an additional institutional component but as a reorientation
of governance toward continuous accountability. It reframes democratic

1 For subnational authoritarianism within democratic federations, see Gibson (2013).
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oversight as an ongoing process—extending beyond internal checks to
include structured, independent scrutiny grounded in citizens’ rights and
democratic principles.

Having traced how executive dominance and legislative retreat undermine
institutional balance, this Part turns to governance under these altered
conditions. It asks what responsible leadership requires once equilibrium
has been strained and what institutional and ethical transformations
are necessary to restore competence, accountability, and agency in the
exercise of public power.
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From Institutions to Outcomes:
Why Democratic Design Is Not
Enough

Democratic institutions are foundational. Constitutional frameworks,
electoral systems, territorial arrangements, and executive configurations
structure how authority is distributed, exercised, and constrained. As Part
III has shown, these institutional choices create incentives that shape
political behavior and condition the resilience of democratic systems.
The institutional architecture is therefore never neutral: it defines the
parameters within which power is acquired, contested, and legitimized.

Yet institutions do not govern.

Legal frameworks do not implement themselves; accountability mecha-
nisms do not activate autonomously; and constitutional safeguards remain
ineffective without actors willing and able to operationalize them. Be-
tween formal design and observable democratic outcomes lies a decisive
intermediary domain: governance practice. The durability and quality
of democracy depend not only on institutional design but also on how
institutions are interpreted, enacted, and sustained in practice.

Democratic erosion, in this sense, often stems not from the absence of in-
stitutions but from the gradual accumulation of internal systemic failures
that go undetected or are inadequately corrected. Mechanisms intended to
identify and address such failures—oversight bodies, legislative scrutiny,
judicial review—do not always function as intended. Karl Popper’s con-
ception of governance as a process of trial, error, and timely correction
presupposes both appropriate institutional arrangements and actors ca-
pable of recognizing mistakes and responding without delay. In prac-
tice, however, error detection is often delayed, contested, or strategically
avoided, allowing dysfunction to persist and accumulate.

Comparative experience underscores the gap between institutional form
and political outcomes. Systems with broadly similar constitutional struc-
tures often follow divergent trajectories in performance, legitimacy, and
public trust. Some parliamentary democracies maintain high levels of
policy effectiveness and institutional credibility, while others exhibit clien-
telism, corruption, or administrative fragility. Federal arrangements may
foster innovation and pluralism in some contexts, yet entrench territorial
inequality or localized dominance in others. As Francis Fukuyama (2014)
argues, political decay often arises not from the absence of institutions
but from their failure to adapt responsibly to changing conditions. In-
stitutional design defines a range of possibilities; governance practice
determines which of these possibilities are realized.

This distinction challenges a persistent assumption underlying many
democratic reform efforts: that improvements in formal rules will directly
translate into better political outcomes. Institutions set constraints and
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opportunities, but they cannot predetermine how authority is exercised
within them. Democratic performance depends as much on interpretation,
discretion, and judgment as on formal procedures. The same institutional
framework can sustain either accountable governance or its gradual ero-
sion, depending on how it is implemented.

In public administration scholarship, this intermediary domain is often
conceptualized as state capacity: the ability of governments to formulate
policy, implement decisions, and enforce rules effectively. Yet capacity
is not reducible to technical proficiency. It has an inherently normative
dimension. Bo Rothstein (2011) shows that high-quality government de-
pends not only on administrative competence but also on impartiality,
procedural fairness, and the consistent application of rules. Technical
efficiency without ethical grounding may yield effective administration
without justice; conversely, formal adherence to procedure without in-
tegrity may enable selective enforcement, exclusion, or domination.

Political leadership is a particularly consequential dimension of this dy-
namic. Leaders mediate between institutional structures and political
outcomes by interpreting authority and responsibility. Whether public
office is treated as stewardship or as a resource for entrenchment, whether
governance proceeds through deliberation or imposition, and whether
opposition is recognized as a legitimate counterweight or as an obstacle to
be neutralized—these are not determined solely by constitutional design.
They reflect the interplay of institutional incentives, political culture, and
ethical judgment.

Administrative practice likewise shapes how institutional design trans-
lates into concrete outcomes. Civil servants may exercise professional
independence or align with partisan priorities; they may apply rules con-
sistently or selectively; they may operate transparently or strategically.
As Jon Pierre and B. Guy Peters (2000) observe, contemporary governance
increasingly blurs the boundary between politics and administration,
making ethical standards within bureaucratic systems as consequential
as formal institutional arrangements. The integrity of governance thus
depends not only on institutional structure but also on the norms and
practices that animate administrative systems.

At the societal level, these dynamics converge in patterns of public trust.
Citizens are more likely to comply with laws, participate in political pro-
cesses, and accept collective decisions when they perceive institutions
as fair and leaders as accountable. When that confidence erodes, demo-
cratic systems become substantively fragile even if formal procedures
remain intact. Under these conditions, governments may increasingly
rely on coercive measures, emergency powers, or symbolic performance
to sustain authority. As Yascha Mounk (2018) argues, declining trust is
a central driver of contemporary democratic discontent, weakening the
reciprocal relationship between citizens and institutions that democratic
governance depends on.

For this reason, ethical capacity must be understood not as a normative
ideal external to governance but as a functional component of democratic
performance. Max Weber’s (1946[1919]) distinction between an ethic of
conviction and an ethic of responsibility captures this dual requirement:
political action must remain anchored in principles while accounting for
consequences. Democratic leadership requires the capacity to navigate
this tension—to pursue public purposes while remaining accountable for
the effects of political decisions in complex, uncertain environments.
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The difficulty of this task is inherent in governance. Political decisions
inevitably involve trade-offs among competing values, incomplete infor-
mation, and uncertain outcomes. Yet when ethical judgment weakens—
when efficiency displaces accountability or when political success be-
comes detached from legitimacy—the quality of governance deteriorates
even without formal institutional breakdown. Procedures continue to
operate, policies are enacted, and authority is exercised, but the sub-
stantive foundations of democracy—accountability, responsiveness, and
legitimacy—gradually erode.

This diagnosis reinforces a central claim of this work: institutional safe-
guards are necessary but insufficient when the practices that sustain
them are compromised. It is precisely this limitation that the Quarta Po-
litica seeks to address. As a complementary dimension of governance,
it introduces structured, continuous oversight focused on transparency,
accountability, and the timely identification of systemic failures. In doing
S0, it operationalizes Popper’s insight by embedding mechanisms for error
detection and correction more deeply within democratic systems.

The argument in this chapter lays the conceptual foundation for the rest
of Part IV. It clarifies how governance practices mediate the relationship
between institutional design and political outcomes and why similar in-
stitutional configurations can yield divergent trajectories in performance,
accountability, and legitimacy.

The chapters that follow extend this analysis across key domains of demo-
cratic governance. Chapter 20 examines the dynamics of public policy,
focusing on how incremental reform—while often necessary—can, un-
der certain conditions, become institutional inertia. Subsequent chapters
address corruption, crisis governance, civic disengagement, and ethical
leadership. Taken together, these chapters develop a central proposition
of this book: the sustainability of democracy depends not only on institu-
tional arrangements but also on the everyday practices, judgments, and
responsibilities through which power is exercised.
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Policy Design and the Limits of
Incrementalism: When
Gradualism Becomes
Stagnation

The previous chapter established that democratic outcomes cannot be in-
ferred solely from institutional design. The effectiveness of democratic sys-
tems depends on how authority is exercised in practice—on governance's
capacity to translate formal arrangements into responsive, accountable,
and adaptive decision-making. Central to this capacity are processes of
institutional learning: the ability to detect errors, evaluate outcomes,
and revise policies in light of experience. When these processes weaken,
governance may persist in form while deteriorating in substance.

This chapter examines one of the principal mechanisms by which gover-
nance practice mediates between institutional design and political out-
comes: public policy.

Policy design is the operational core of governance. Through policy, in-
stitutional authority is translated into concrete interventions, resource
allocations, and regulatory frameworks. The quality of democratic gover-
nance, therefore, depends not only on the formal legitimacy of decision-
making structures but also on the extent to which policy processes remain
adaptable, correctable, and strategically directed over time.

In contemporary democracies, policy change rarely takes the form of com-
prehensive redesign. Instead, it proceeds primarily through incremental
adjustments—successive modifications to existing programs, negotiated
compromises among stakeholders, and phased reforms within established
frameworks. Budgets are revised at the margins, regulations are amended
rather than replaced, and new initiatives are layered onto existing struc-
tures.

Within the framework developed in the previous chapter, incrementalism
can be understood as a practical response to bounded rationality and the
demands of adaptive governance. In complex, uncertain environments
with limited information, gradual adjustment allows policymakers to pro-
ceed cautiously, test alternatives, and incorporate feedback without the
risks of large-scale systemic change. When properly structured, this ap-
proach can support institutional learning by treating policy interventions
as provisional and subject to ongoing evaluation.

Therefore, incrementalism has a strong functional rationale. It can reduce
conflict, facilitate consensus, and enable governments to respond flexibly
to changing conditions. In pluralistic systems marked by competing inter-
ests and limited agreement on long-term objectives, incremental change
is often the most feasible path.

However, the argument advanced in Chapter 19 highlights a critical
tension: adaptive capacity depends not merely on gradual adjustment but
on the quality of the learning processes that accompany it.




20. Policy Design and the Limits of Incrementalism: When Gradualism ...

Incrementalism supports effective governance only when it is embedded
in a framework of systematic evaluation, error detection, and timely cor-
rection. When these conditions are absent, gradual adjustment ceases
to be a mechanism of learning and instead becomes a mechanism of
drift. Policies are modified without meaningful assessment; errors are
absorbed rather than corrected; and suboptimal arrangements are nor-
malized through repetition.

From a Popperian perspective, this distinction is decisive. Governance as
a process of trial and error requires not only the capacity to experiment
but also the institutional willingness and ability to identify and eliminate
mistakes. Incremental change can support this process when it is reflexive
and evidence-based. Yet when incrementalism becomes routine, unexam-
ined, or politically instrumentalized, it obscures underlying failures and
delays necessary structural intervention.

In this way, incrementalism can shift from a mode of adaptive governance
to a pattern of constrained adaptation. Rather than enabling responsive-
ness, it narrows the range of alternatives considered and anchors decision-
making within existing frameworks. The possibility of more fundamental
redesign recedes from the horizon of political deliberation.

This dynamic reflects not only cognitive constraints but also institutional
and political incentives. As Charles Lindblom (1959) argued, policymak-
ers rarely operate under conditions that allow comprehensive rational
analysis. Instead, they rely on successive limited comparisons, adjusting
existing policies rather than constructing entirely new ones. In this ac-
count, incrementalism is not a deficiency but an adaptation to the realities
of democratic governance.

Yet, as Lindblom (1977) later acknowledged, this adaptation has inherent
limitations. Because incremental change proceeds from the status quo, it
tends to reinforce existing distributions of power and advantage. Orga-
nized interests embedded in current arrangements are better positioned to
influence marginal adjustments, whereas diffuse or marginalized groups
often lack comparable access. Incrementalism thus risks reproducing
structural inequalities even as it appears to deliver continuous reform.

More fundamentally, incrementalism constrains institutional learning
when it is decoupled from critical evaluation. Policies are adjusted with-
out revisiting their underlying assumptions; programs expand without
reassessing their foundational logic; and administrative systems accu-
mulate layers of rules, exceptions, and temporary measures that obscure
long-term objectives. The result is policy inertia: a condition in which
governments remain active yet increasingly unable to address structural
challenges effectively.

These concerns are especially relevant when evaluating executive struc-
tures designed to diffuse authority rather than concentrate it in a sin-
gle political figure. As Juan J. Linz (1990) famously argued, presidential
systems with strong personalized mandates may produce institutional
rigidity and democratic instability because competing branches can each
claim direct democratic legitimacy. Proposals for rotating or collective
executives aim to mitigate these risks by dispersing symbolic authority,
reducing the personalization of power, and encouraging collegial decision-
making. However, critics rightly question whether excessive diffusion
of executive authority may create coordination problems during acute
crises that require rapid, decisive action.
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The effectiveness of collective or rotating executive systems depends
heavily on institutional design. Historical and contemporary examples
suggest that collegial executives can function effectively in crises when
clear emergency procedures, predefined coordination chains, professional
administrative continuity, and constitutionally limited emergency powers
are firmly established (Lijphart 1999; Linder 2010).! The issue is not
simply whether leadership is individualized or collective, but whether the
institutional framework provides sufficient clarity on decision-making
authority, accountability, and temporary crisis coordination. Without
such safeguards, rotational systems risk creating leadership vacuums,
fragmented communication, or response delays during emergencies.

At the same time, concentrated executive systems carry their own dangers
in crises, including over-centralization, reduced deliberation, politiciza-
tion of emergency powers, and the normalization of exceptional authority.
Democratic resilience therefore requires balancing decisiveness with insti-
tutional restraint. The objective of a rotating or collective executive is not
to eliminate leadership capacity but to prevent the permanent fusion of
symbolic legitimacy, administrative authority, and political power within
a single office or individual. Properly structured, collective executive ar-
rangements may therefore preserve democratic accountability while still
enabling coordinated action in exceptional circumstances.

Within the conceptual framework of Part IV, this reflects a decline in
adaptive capacity. Governance systems continue to operate, but their
ability to learn, correct course, and respond proportionally to emerging
problems is steadily eroding. In this context, incrementalism functions
less as a tool of prudence than as a mechanism of avoidance—postponing
decisions that require strategic reorientation.

This tendency is reinforced by the incentives of democratic politics. Incre-
mental adjustments typically entail lower political risk, allowing leaders
to demonstrate responsiveness without confronting entrenched interests
or mobilizing opposition. By contrast, structural reforms require sus-
tained political capital, cross-institutional coordination, and the capacity
to articulate and defend long-term visions. The preference for gradualism
is therefore not merely epistemic but political.

The consequences of this dynamic are evident across multiple policy
domains. Governments address complex challenges—such as housing
shortages, climate change, or structural inequality—through successive
partial measures that ease symptoms without transforming the underlying
conditions. Administrative activity expands, yet systemic problems persist.
For citizens, this creates a widening gap between visible government effort
and tangible social outcomes, fueling frustration and eroding trust.

The problem is particularly acute in crisis governance. Systemic shocks
often expose vulnerabilities accumulated over time—ones incremental
adjustments have failed to resolve. Effective responses in such circum-
stances require coordinated, forward-looking strategies. Yet governments
frequently rely on familiar instruments for routine management, thereby
perpetuating the very limitations that contributed to the crisis.

These patterns underscore a central claim of this chapter: incremental-
ism is not inherently problematic; its value depends on the institutional
context in which it operates. When embedded in robust evaluation and

LA frequently cited example is the collective executive structure of the Swiss Federal
Council, which combines collegial governance with rotating leadership while maintaining
administrative continuity and crisis-management capacity.
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accountability processes, it can support continuous learning and adap-
tive governance. When detached from those processes, it can lead to
stagnation.

At this point, the Quarta Politica takes on operational significance. As
argued in Chapter 19, democratic resilience requires institutional mecha-
nisms that sustain oversight beyond the internal dynamics of the classical
branches. Applied to public policy, this entails systematic monitoring
of outcomes, transparent assessment of unintended consequences, and
timely correction of emerging distortions.

In this sense, the Quarta Politica provides the institutional infrastructure
needed to transform incrementalism from passive adjustment into ac-
tive learning. By embedding independent scrutiny and citizen-oriented
accountability within the policy process, it reinforces the conditions un-
der which gradual reform remains responsive rather than devolving into
inertia.

The central competency at stake is diagnostic judgment. Democratic
leadership must distinguish between contexts in which incremental ad-
justment is sufficient and those in which structural transformation is
required. This requires not only technical analysis but also the willing-
ness to question established frameworks, confront entrenched interests,
and accept responsibility for long-term outcomes.

Policy design, in this light, is not merely a technical exercise but a central
arena where the relationship among institutional structure, governance
practice, and democratic legitimacy is continually renegotiated. When
guided by institutional learning and ethical responsibility, incrementalism
can sustain democratic adaptability. Left unchecked, it becomes a pathway
through which democracies accommodate—rather than resolve—their
limitations.

The analysis developed in this chapter extends the argument of Part IV by
showing how governance capacity is shaped—and sometimes constrained—
at the policy-formation stage. The following chapter turns to the next
stage in this process: the coordination and implementation of policy
across complex administrative systems, and the conditions under which
coherence and accountability can be maintained beyond the point of
decision.
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The Governance Chain and
Institutional Coherence: When
Policy Meets Administration

Chapter 20 established that the capacity of democratic governance de-
pends not only on institutional design but also on policy systems' ability
to sustain adaptive learning through evaluation, error detection, and
timely correction. It also showed that incrementalism—while often a nec-
essary response to complexity—can undermine this capacity when it is
divorced from systematic assessment and strategic direction. The result
is constrained adaptation, in which policies evolve without resolving
underlying structural problems.

This chapter extends that analysis by examining the next stage of the
governance process: translating policy into practice.

Even when policies are carefully designed and politically endorsed, their
effectiveness ultimately depends on how they are implemented. Between
political intention and social outcome lies a complex, often under-theorized
domain of administrative action. Policy design sets the direction; imple-
mentation determines whether—and how—that direction is realized.

Implementation should not be understood as a linear or mechanical phase.
Rather, it constitutes a form of interactive governance: a continuous
process of interpretation, adjustment, and negotiation among political
decision-makers, administrative actors, and societal stakeholders. Poli-
cies are not simply executed; they are translated into operational terms,
adapted to contextual conditions, and reshaped through interaction with
the environments in which they are applied.

As Leo Klinkers has argued, governance failures often stem not from
flaws in policy design per se but from a lack of effective coordination
and interdisciplinary integration across institutional domains. Without
mechanisms that link policy frameworks to society’s lived realities—
through structured interaction, feedback, and bottom-up engagement—
implementation becomes fragmented and institutional coherence erodes.

Democratic governments often face their most significant challenges at
this stage. Legislative bodies enact ambitious frameworks, executives
articulate comprehensive strategies, and administrative systems produce
detailed plans. Yet as these initiatives move through successive layers
of governance—ministries, agencies, regional authorities, private con-
tractors, and civic organizations—their effects often diverge from their
original intent. Policies may be diluted, delayed, or substantially altered
during implementation.

A central source of this divergence is the fragmentation of administrative
structures. Government institutions are typically organized by sector,
whereas the challenges they address—such as climate change, migra-
tion, or social inequality—are inherently cross-cutting. Without effective
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coordination mechanisms, this misalignment leads to institutional com-
petition, jurisdictional disputes, and decision-making delays. Rather than
converging on integrated solutions, administrative actors may become
locked in conflicts over authority and responsibility.

From citizens' perspective, this fragmentation manifests as inconsistency
and unmet expectations; from political leaders' perspective, it appears as
a persistent gap between intention and outcome. Over time, institutions
may internalize this divergence, normalizing partial implementation as
an acceptable equilibrium.

Understanding this phenomenon requires attention to B. Guy Peters’s
conceptualization of the governance chain, the sequence of actors and
organizations through which political decisions must pass before produc-
ing tangible social effects. Policies do not move directly from legislative
authorization to societal impact. Instead, they traverse a complex network
of institutions, each interpreting, adapting, and operationalizing them
according to its own logic and constraints.

This framework captures a defining feature of contemporary governance,
but it also reveals a deeper structural challenge. The difficulty lies not
merely in the multiplicity of stages but in the lack of sufficient integrative
capacity to coordinate them effectively. Without deliberate institutional
arrangements oriented toward coherence, the governance chain becomes
a site of fragmentation rather than integration.

The effectiveness of democratic governance, therefore, depends on the
degree of institutional coherence across this chain—that is, the align-
ment of objectives, capacities, incentives, and accountability mechanisms
among the actors responsible for implementation. When this alignment
is lacking, even well-designed policies may fail to achieve their intended
effects.

The leadership competency at stake is systemic awareness. Governing
effectively requires understanding how decisions propagate through inter-
connected institutional environments, how responsibilities are distributed
and transformed along the way, and where breakdowns are likely. Antici-
pating these dynamics is essential to preventing a disconnect between
policy design and practical outcomes.

Conventional representations of policymaking often depict a linear se-
quence: problem identification, policy formulation, legislative adoption,
implementation, and evaluation. In practice, governance operates through
far more complex, recursive patterns. Authority circulates across institu-
tions in a relay rather than a sequence. Responsibilities shift from political
leaders to administrative bodies, from central governments to local author-
ities, and increasingly to networks that include public, private, and civic
actors. At each transition, interpretation and discretion shape policy's
meaning and impact.

Contemporary governance is thus marked by structural fragmentation.
While the dispersion of authority can enhance specialization and flex-
ibility, it also complicates coordination. No single institution exercises
comprehensive control over outcomes, yet multiple actors contribute to
shaping them. This diffusion of authority creates conditions in which
accountability blurs and coordination becomes increasingly difficult.

In such environments, institutional slippage is a recurring phenomenon.
Each actor interprets policy through its own organizational framework,
professional norms, and resource constraints. Legislative mandates are
translated into administrative guidelines, which are then converted into
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operational procedures and eventually routinized. At each stage, policy
meaning is gradually altered.

By the time policy reaches the citizens it is intended to serve, it may
deviate significantly from its original purpose.

Classic studies of implementation show that policy execution depends
on long chains of interdependent decisions, each requiring coordination
and mutual adjustment. As the number of actors increases, the likelihood
of delay, misalignment, and failure rises. Implementation is therefore
not a secondary or technical phase but a critical determinant of policy
success.

This insight reinforces a broader principle from Chapter 20: effective
governance requires integrating long-term strategic orientation with
short-term operational adaptability. Policies must be designed with an
awareness of future contingencies, while implementation must remain
responsive to immediate conditions. When this integration fails, gover-
nance either becomes detached from practical realities or is confined to
short-term adjustments that undermine strategic coherence.

The consequences of weak coordination are significant. A capacity gap
emerges when ambitious policy objectives encounter administrative sys-
tems that lack the coherence needed for effective implementation. Man-
dates become diffuse, responsibilities fragmented, and feedback mecha-
nisms insufficiently developed. Under such conditions, institutions tend
to normalize partial or symbolic success rather than address underlying
deficiencies.

From a Popperian perspective, this reflects a failure of institutional learn-
ing. Governance systems produce outcomes but lack mechanisms to sys-
tematically identify deviations from intended objectives and correct them
promptly. Errors persist not because they are unavoidable, but because
they are insufficiently recognized or inadequately addressed across the
governance chain.

It is precisely at this juncture that the Quarta Politica becomes opera-
tionally relevant.

As developed in the preceding chapters, democratic resilience requires
institutional mechanisms that sustain ongoing oversight beyond the inter-
nal dynamics of the classical branches. Applied to the governance chain,
this entails monitoring implementation processes, identifying points of
fragmentation, and ensuring that feedback loops function effectively
across institutional boundaries. The Quarta Politica fulfills this role by
institutionalizing independent, citizen-oriented oversight that evaluates
coherence, exposes systemic breakdowns, and facilitates corrective inter-
action among actors.

In this sense, it restores a function that contemporary governance systems
often lack: systemic integration grounded in accountability.

This need becomes especially acute in political systems where coalition dy-
namics or strong party discipline produce what Arend Lijphart described
as increasingly integrated majoritarian structures, in which executive and
legislative actors become functionally fused through stable governing
alliances (Lijphart 1999). Under such conditions, formal constitutional
separation may persist even as substantive scrutiny and institutional
friction progressively weaken. Oversight mechanisms internal to govern-
ment may become less able to challenge prevailing policy assumptions,
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expose administrative failures, or represent perspectives excluded from
governing coalitions.

One possible corrective to this dynamic is to incorporate deliberative
mini-publics and citizens’ assemblies as complementary democratic in-
stitutions. Randomly selected citizen bodies, operating under conditions
of structured deliberation, access to expert testimony, and procedural
independence, can introduce forms of reflective judgment less constrained
by partisan incentives or coalition discipline (Fishkin 2009; Landemore
2020).! Such assemblies do not replace representative institutions, but
they may help restore democratic friction by creating spaces where policy
proposals, institutional reforms, and long-term governance questions can
be evaluated outside the immediate logic of electoral competition and
executive-legislative alignment.

Within the broader framework of the Quarta Politica, deliberative mini-
publics could serve as institutionalized channels for democratic feedback,
enabling citizens to participate directly in oversight, agenda review, con-
stitutional reflection, or policy evaluation. Their value lies not only in
participation itself but also in their capacity to reintroduce independent
judgment into governance systems increasingly shaped by centralized
party coordination and administrative convergence. By embedding delib-
erative mechanisms within the architecture of accountability, democratic
systems may strengthen both institutional responsiveness and the public
legitimacy of corrective oversight.

Effective governance, therefore, requires not only coordination but also
reflexivity—the capacity of institutions to assess their performance, iden-
tify misalignments, and adapt. This demands both technical and cultural
transformation within administrative systems. Organizational competi-
tion must yield to cooperation; information must flow across institutional
boundaries; and learning must be embedded in routine practice rather
than treated as an external intervention.

These requirements apply directly to political leadership. Governing re-
sponsibly entails more than formulating policy objectives; it also requires
ensuring that the institutional conditions needed to achieve them are in
place. This includes anticipating coordination challenges, investing in
administrative capacity, and maintaining accountability throughout the
governance process.

At the same time, the growing complexity of governance raises broader
questions about the competencies political leaders need. Managing inter-
connected institutional systems requires not only political legitimacy but
also analytical, organizational, and integrative capacities. While demo-
cratic selection remains fundamental, the effective exercise of authority
increasingly depends on structured preparation, ongoing evaluation, and
the cultivation of institutional learning.

When these conditions are absent, governance risks devolve into what
may be described as policy theater: the production of ambitious policy
declarations accompanied by limited substantive change in practice.

The central competency emphasized in this chapter is integrating systemic
awareness with institutional responsibility. Democratic leaders must un-
derstand how policies move through the governance chain, where distor-
tions arise, and how relationships among institutions shape outcomes.
Without this awareness, even well-designed policies are likely to fragment

! For deliberative mini-publics and citizens’ assemblies, see James S. Fishkin (2009) and
Héléne Landemore (2020).
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into disconnected administrative practices, undermining effectiveness
and legitimacy.

This analysis raises a further question about the internal dynamics of
administrative systems. While the present chapter has examined coordina-
tion across institutions, the next turns inward to bureaucracy. It explores
how the very structures designed to ensure rationality, expertise, and
procedural order may create rigidities that constrain judgment, diffuse
responsibility, and weaken ethical agency.



Bureaucracy, Rationality, and
Institutional Pathologies:
Governing Through Systems

The previous chapter examined how policies traverse the governance
chain and why even well-designed initiatives falter when institutional
coordination is weak. It showed that fragmentation among administrative
actors can undermine coherence, disrupt feedback loops, and weaken
institutional learning. To fully understand these failures, however, it is
necessary to look more closely at the internal dynamics of the institutions
that make up this chain. Beneath the complexity of inter-institutional
coordination lies a deeper organizational logic: the bureaucratic system
that structures and sustains modern governance.

Democratic governance is inconceivable without bureaucracy. From taxa-
tion to healthcare, from environmental regulation to education, admin-
istrative systems provide the operational infrastructure through which
political decisions take practical effect. They translate legislative mandates
into procedures, convert policy objectives into services, and ensure conti-
nuity across electoral cycles. By relying on professional expertise, codified
rules, and hierarchical organization, bureaucracy enables large-scale co-
ordination while limiting arbitrariness in the exercise of authority.

Yet the very features that make bureaucracy indispensable also create
inherent tensions.

This chapter examines the paradox at the core of bureaucratic organiza-
tion: systems designed to promote rationality, predictability, and fairness
may, over time, evolve into structures that constrain adaptability, diffuse
responsibility, and attenuate moral judgment. Building on Max Weber’s
theory of rational-legal authority and extending the Popperian frame-
work developed throughout Part IV, the argument advanced here is that
democratic governance requires not only rational administration but also
institutionalized capacities for reflexivity, error correction, and learn-
ing.

Weber’s (1946[1919]) analysis of bureaucracy as the defining organiza-
tional form of modern governance remains foundational. In this model,
authority is exercised through impersonal rules, formal hierarchies, and
professional competence. Offices are defined by clearly delineated re-
sponsibilities, positions are filled on merit, and decisions are governed
by standardized procedures and documentation. These characteristics en-
hance predictability, reduce arbitrariness, and enable coordination across
complex societies.

At the same time, Weber identified the latent risks of this form of ratio-
nalization. Bureaucratic systems tend to expand, formalize, and become
internally consistent. Rules proliferate, procedures accumulate, and ad-
herence to process may gradually become an end in itself. In what Weber
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described as an “iron cage,” individuals operate within institutional frame-
works whose logic they did not create and whose purposes they may no
longer critically examine. Under such conditions, means displace ends,
and compliance substitutes for judgment.

Within this book's analytical framework, this transformation can be un-
derstood as a decline in institutional learning capacity. From a Popperian
perspective, effective governance depends on the continuous detection
and correction of errors. Bureaucratic systems, while highly effective
at routine execution, often lack mechanisms to recognize when their
procedures produce unintended or counterproductive outcomes. When
feedback loops are weak or ignored, errors go uncorrected and become
embedded in institutional routines.

Contemporary administrative practice illustrates this dynamic with grow-
ing clarity. Performance metrics proliferate, reporting requirements ex-
pand, and risk management frameworks increasingly shape decision-
making. Frontline officials devote more time to documentation and com-
pliance, while deviations from established procedures are discouraged
because of legal, professional, or reputational risks. In this context, ra-
tionality becomes procedural rather than substantive—focused on rule
adherence rather than on achieving meaningful outcomes.

The result is the emergence of what may be termed institutional patholo-
gies: patterns of behavior that are internally coherent yet misaligned with
democratic purposes.

Robert K. Merton’s (1940) classic analysis anticipated many of these
dynamics. He showed how rule-based systems can produce rigidity, rit-
ualism, and what he called trained incapacity: the tendency of officials
to apply established procedures even when circumstances have changed.
Competencies that ensure reliability in stable conditions may hinder
adaptation in complex, uncertain environments.

Several recurring pathologies stem from this logic.

One is goal displacement, in which success is measured by procedural
compliance rather than by substantive outcomes. Organizations prioritize
what can be quantified, monitored, and reported, even when these metrics
fail to capture real impact.

A second is the diffusion of responsibility. As decision-making is dis-
tributed across hierarchical levels and organizational units, accountability
becomes fragmented. Each actor performs a defined function, yet re-
sponsibility for outcomes is diluted across the system. Responsibility is
processed rather than assumed.

A third is defensive administration. In environments marked by scrutiny
and risk aversion, officials prioritize avoiding blame over pursuing ef-
fective solutions. Innovation becomes costly, discretion is constrained, and
adherence to established procedures becomes a means of self-protection.

These pathologies do not stem from individual failure or ill intent. They
are systemic consequences of organizational forms designed to ensure
stability, consistency, and control. Yet their cumulative effect is to distance
administrative practice from democratic purpose.

For citizens, this often translates into experiences of opacity, rigidity,
and unresponsiveness. For public servants, it may lead to professional
frustration and constrained agency. For political leaders, it manifests
as the persistent difficulty of translating policy ambition into effective
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action—not through overt resistance, but through inertia, reinterpretation,
and procedural delay.

Over time, bureaucratic rationality risks becoming self-referential: sys-
tems operate correctly according to their internal logic yet fail to achieve
the objectives that justify their existence.

However, it is essential to avoid reducing this analysis to a critique of
bureaucracy per se. Many administrative institutions operate with high
levels of professionalism and integrity, even under demanding conditions.
Administrative cultures vary widely across contexts, shaping how bu-
reaucratic systems function in practice. Bureaucracy is not inherently
dysfunctional; it remains an indispensable component of modern gover-
nance.

The problem, rather, lies in the absence of mechanisms to ensure its
ongoing alignment with democratic objectives.

At this point, the Quarta Politica assumes its full significance within the
architecture developed in this work.

If bureaucratic systems tend toward procedural closure, democratic gov-
ernance requires institutional arrangements that can reopen them to
critical scrutiny. The Quarta Politica fulfills this function by institution-
alizing independent oversight to evaluate administrative performance,
detect systemic errors, and ensure that feedback leads to meaningful
correction.

Its role is not to supplant bureaucratic administration but to complement
it by restoring reflexivity within the system. Where bureaucracy empha-
sizes rule-following, the Quarta Politica emphasizes evaluation; where
administration prioritizes stability, it fosters learning; and where respon-
sibility becomes diffused, it re-establishes accountability throughout the
governance chain.

In Popperian terms, error correction is embedded in the administrative
domain. Bureaucratic routines are no longer treated as self-validating;
they are continuously tested against outcomes and revised when they fail
to achieve their intended purposes.

Such a transformation is not purely institutional; it also entails a cultural
reorientation within administrative systems. Humanizing bureaucracy
does not mean weakening its rational foundations but rather complement-
ing them with professional judgment, ethical awareness, and openness to
learning. Rules must guide action without displacing responsibility, and
procedures must structure decision-making without eliminating reflec-
tion.

For political leadership, the implications are equally significant. Gov-
erning effectively requires not only designing policies and coordinating
institutions but also understanding how bureaucratic systems shape be-
havior, how incentives influence administrative conduct, and how organi-
zational structures can enable or constrain democratic agency. Leaders
who lack this awareness risk being absorbed into bureaucratic routines,
whereas those who possess it can reorient administrative systems toward
responsiveness, accountability, and the public purpose.

The central competency emphasized in this chapter is institutional re-
flexivity: the capacity to recognize when rational systems become self-
limiting and to realign them with democratic goals through continuous
evaluation, learning, and correction.
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This concluding chapter of Part IV completes the analytical progression
developed in the preceding sections. From institutional design (Part III) to
governance practice (Chapter 19), from policy adaptation (Chapter 20) to
implementation and coordination (Chapter 21), and finally to the internal
dynamics of administrative systems, a consistent theme emerges: demo-
cratic resilience depends not only on structures of authority but also on
the capacities that sustain their responsible use.

If Part IV has examined how governance operates within institutional
frameworks, the next Part broadens the perspective to governance as
a complex, evolving system. It introduces a broader analytical lens—
integrating systems thinking, interdisciplinarity, and adaptive leadership—
to explore how democratic governance can respond to the growing com-
plexity of contemporary societies. The question that follows is no longer
only about how institutions function but also about how they can be
reoriented within a dynamic, interconnected global context.
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Part V.

GOVERNING
COMPLEXITY: SYSTEMS,
AGENCY, AND
RESPONSIBILITY



Part IV demonstrated that democratic governance cannot be sustained
solely by institutional design. Even well-constructed systems depend on
the quality of their operation: their capacity for institutional learning,
the coherence of implementation, and the reflexivity of administrative
structures. When these capacities weaken, democratic systems may con-
tinue to function procedurally even as they deteriorate substantively.
The analysis culminated in a central insight: governance requires not
only structures of authority but also mechanisms capable of continuously
evaluating, correcting, and realigning the exercise of authority.

Part V builds on this foundation by extending the analytical lens from
viewing institutions as discrete entities to viewing governance as a com-
plex and evolving system.

If Part IV emphasized institutional reflexivity—the capacity of systems to
examine and correct their functioning—this Part advances toward systemic
reflexivity: an understanding of governance as embedded within broader
networks of interdependence, feedback, and emergent effects. Democratic
systems do not operate in isolation. They are shaped by interactions
among institutions, social actors, economic forces, and technological
developments, all of which produce outcomes that linear decision-making
models cannot fully anticipate.

This shift is not merely analytical; it reflects the realities of contemporary
governance. The challenges facing democratic systems—climate change,
global inequality, digital transformation, migration, and systemic risk—
are inherently complex, transboundary, and interconnected. They exceed
the capacity of isolated institutions or sector-specific policies to address
them effectively. Governance must therefore be understood less as the
execution of discrete decisions and more as the management of dynamic,
interdependent systems.

In such environments, the limitations identified in earlier Parts take
on renewed significance. Incrementalism may prove insufficient when
structural transformation is required; coordination failures may spread
across systems rather than remain confined to individual policy domains;
and bureaucratic rationality may struggle to accommodate uncertainty,
nonlinearity, and rapid change. The need for learning, adaptation, and
accountability thus extends beyond individual institutions to the systemic
level, where their interactions unfold.

Part V addresses this challenge by integrating three interrelated analytical
dimensions.

First, it introduces a systemic perspective on democratic governance.
Chapter 23 conceptualizes democracy as an interconnected ecosystem
defined by feedback loops, interdependence, and adaptive processes. It
examines how decisions produce cascading effects across institutional
and societal domains and how the capacity to manage this complexity
depends on the quality of information flows, coordination mechanisms,
and feedback structures. From this perspective, governance is not a se-
quence of actions but a continuous process of interaction within evolving
systems.

Second, the analysis turns to the role of human agency in these systems.
Chapter 24 explores how individuals—political leaders, public officials,
and citizens—navigate complex institutional environments. It examines
the conditions under which actors exercise judgment, learn from experi-
ence, and assume responsibility for the consequences of their actions. In
doing so, it links systemic dynamics to ethical capacity, emphasizing that
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governance outcomes are shaped not only by structures but also by the
choices and competencies of those who operate within them.

Third, Part V extends the inquiry to the consequences of governance itself.
Chapter 25 examines how institutional arrangements and systemic inter-
actions can cause harm, even in the absence of intentional wrongdoing. It
analyzes how policies, administrative practices, and structural dynamics
may produce unintended negative outcomes that accumulate over time.
This perspective challenges narrow conceptions of accountability by in-
sisting that governance be evaluated not only by intentions or procedures
but also by its real-world effects.

Taken together, these chapters advance a central proposition: democratic
governance must be understood as a complex, adaptive system in which
institutions, actors, and outcomes are continuously interconnected. In-
stitutional design and procedural correctness remain necessary but are
insufficient as criteria for evaluating democratic performance. Ultimately,
what matters is how systems function in practice, how individuals exer-
cise agency within them, and how their combined effects shape societal
trajectories.

This shift in perspective also reinforces the Quarta Politica's role within
the broader framework of this work. As developed in earlier Parts, the
Quarta Politica introduces mechanisms of oversight and accountability
that extend beyond the internal dynamics of the classical branches. Within
a systemic context, its function becomes even more critical: not only to
monitor institutional behavior but also to assess interactions and con-
sequences across the governance system as a whole. In this sense, it
contributes to the development of systemic reflexivity by ensuring that
governance remains responsive to its own effects.

Part V thus marks a transition from analyzing the components of demo-
cratic governance to examining how they interact within an evolving,
interconnected environment. It provides the conceptual foundation for a
broader rethinking of governance—one that recognizes complexity, em-
braces uncertainty, and foregrounds responsibility at both the institutional
and systemic levels.

The question that follows is no longer simply about how democratic
institutions should be designed or managed, but about how governance
systems can be oriented toward learning, adaptation, and responsibility
in a world defined by interdependence and continuous transformation.
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Systems Thinking and
Interdisciplinary Governance:
Democracy as an Ecosystem

Part V begins by recognizing that the limitations identified in previous
chapters—constraints on institutional learning, fragmentation across the
governance chain, and rigidities within bureaucratic systems—cannot be
fully understood within an institutional framework alone. These limita-
tions are not merely internal to discrete organizations; they arise from the
interaction of multiple systems operating simultaneously. Governance,
therefore, must be analyzed not as a collection of institutions but as a
complex, evolving system of interdependencies.

Modern governance cannot be adequately understood through isolated
institutional analysis. Public policies do not operate in isolation from
economic dynamics; administrative structures are embedded in social
norms; and political decisions reverberate across technological, cultural,
and environmental domains. What appears to be a discrete intervention is,
in practice, part of a broader network of interactions in which each action
generates feedback that reshapes the conditions for future decisions.

Yet much of democratic analysis remains fragmented across disciplines.
Political science tends to focus on institutions and power, economics on
incentives and resource allocation, public administration on procedures
and implementation, and sociology on social structures and norms. While
each perspective offers valuable insights, none captures the systemic in-
teractions that underpin governance. As a result, democratic performance
is often assessed in partial, disconnected terms, obscuring the dynamics
that ultimately determine outcomes.

This chapter introduces systems thinking as a framework for reconceptu-
alizing democracy as an interconnected ecosystem—marked by feedback,
adaptation, and emergent properties. Drawing on the political systems
theory of David Easton, the functional sociology of Talcott Parsons, the
cybernetic insights of Norbert Wiener and W. Ross Ashby, the ecological
perspective of Donella Meadows, and research on network governance,
the chapter argues that democratic leadership increasingly requires inter-
disciplinary awareness and systemic reflexivity. The central competency
advanced here is the capacity to view governance as an adaptive system
rather than as a set of discrete institutional arrangements.

David Easton’s (1965) conception of politics as an open system provides
a foundational point of departure. In his model, societal demands and
supports enter the political system as inputs; authoritative decisions and
policies emerge as outputs; and feedback mechanisms transmit societal
responses back into the system, shaping subsequent action. From this
perspective, governance is not a sequence of isolated decisions but a
continuous, recursive process of interaction between institutions and
their environments.
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A more precise understanding of feedback processes is essential to this
framework. Systems theory distinguishes negative and positive feedback
not in evaluative terms but as mechanisms that regulate system behavior
(Wiener 1948; Ashby 1956). Negative feedback acts as a corrective process:
it detects deviations from desired outcomes and counteracts them, thereby
stabilizing the system. In democratic governance, this function is insti-
tutionalized through mechanisms such as checks and balances, judicial
review, electoral accountability, and independent oversight. This closely
aligns with Karl Popper’s (1962) principle of trial-and-error learning, in
which progress depends on identifying and eliminating errors.

Positive feedback, by contrast, amplifies deviations. When reinforcing
processes dominate, initial distortions can escalate into cumulative, po-
tentially destabilizing dynamics. In political systems, such feedback can
manifest as polarization, institutional erosion, or escalating policy failure.
Poorly designed policies, weak oversight, or distorted incentives may
trigger reinforcing loops that intensify dysfunction over time. A particu-
larly persistent driver of these dynamics is the structural incentives of
political competition: the pursuit and consolidation of power can gen-
erate self-reinforcing cycles in which authority justifies itself, dissent is
delegitimized, and corrective mechanisms are progressively weakened.
In such conditions, systems may drift further from democratic standards
while maintaining the appearance of procedural continuity, ultimately
risking self-undermining trajectories.

This distinction highlights a fundamental condition of democratic re-
silience: the capacity to sustain effective corrective feedback while curb-
ing destructive reinforcing dynamics. Democracy is therefore best under-
stood not as a static equilibrium but as a dynamic process of continuous
adjustment—an evolving balance maintained by the interplay of stabiliz-
ing and amplifying forces. This process is not self-sustaining; it requires
ongoing institutional and societal “energy” in the form of participation,
scrutiny, and adaptive engagement to maintain equilibrium.

Talcott Parsons’ (1951) systemic analysis complements this perspective
by placing political systems within a broader social framework. His AGIL
schema—adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and latency—identifies
the functional requirements any social system must meet to endure. Po-
litical institutions primarily support collective goal attainment; economic
systems enable adaptation to material conditions; legal and normative
structures sustain integration; and cultural systems ensure continuity
over time. Crucially, these functions are interdependent: disruption in
one domain reverberates across the others.

This systemic perspective also clarifies the rationale for the Quarta Polit-
ica as a mechanism of institutional reflexivity. Contemporary governance
systems often have sophisticated procedural capabilities yet lack equiv-
alent capacities for self-correction, organizational learning, and early
error detection. Administrative systems may therefore continue to oper-
ate efficiently even as they become increasingly disconnected from their
normative purposes or social consequences. The problem is not merely
institutional fragmentation but also the psychological and organizational
dynamics that encourage civil servants and political actors to prioritize
procedural compliance over critical evaluation.

Insights from Behavioral Public Administration reinforce this concern by
showing how bureaucratic environments shape cognition, incentives, and
decision-making patterns within public institutions (Grimmelikhuijsen et
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al. 2017; Thaler and Sunstein 2008)! Organizational cultures often reward
conformity, risk aversion, and adherence to established routines, even
when those routines produce dysfunctional outcomes. This phenomenon
echoes Thorstein Veblen’s “trained incapacity”: the tendency for institu-
tional specialization and procedural competence to create blindness to
emerging problems or changing social realities (Burke 1984[1935])? Under
such conditions, administrative actors may become highly proficient at
maintaining processes while losing the capacity to recognize systemic
failure, structural injustice, or policy incoherence.

The Quarta Politica seeks to address this deficit by institutionalizing mech-
anisms for democratic reflection and cross-system evaluation that operate
beyond ordinary bureaucratic incentives. Its role is not merely to mon-
itor legality in a narrow procedural sense but to facilitate institutional
learning by identifying patterns of dysfunction, exposing accumulations
of unexamined assumptions, and ensuring that governance systems re-
main responsive to their constitutional and democratic purposes. In this
respect, institutional accountability requires more than formal oversight;
it also depends on cultivating organizational environments that can ques-
tion their own routines, detect latent failures, and integrate corrective
feedback before dysfunction becomes systemic.

Taken together, Easton’s and Parsons’s perspectives underscore a cen-
tral insight: democratic performance emerges from interactions among
multiple subsystems—political, administrative, economic, cultural, tech-
nological, and ecological. Failures in any one domain cannot be contained;
they propagate across the system, producing secondary and often unin-
tended effects.

These interdependencies are increasingly evident in contemporary gover-
nance challenges. Climate change, for example, affects energy systems,
regulatory frameworks, technological innovation, economic incentives,
and social behavior simultaneously. Public health outcomes depend not
only on medical infrastructure but also on institutional trust, communi-
cation systems, and global supply chains. Economic inequality intersects
with education, labor markets, housing policy, and political representa-
tion. These problems cannot be addressed through isolated interventions
or sector-specific policies.

Yet institutional structures remain largely organized along sectoral and
disciplinary lines. Ministries operate within defined competencies; agen-
cies pursue specialized mandates; and expertise is compartmentalized.
This organizational fragmentation, while functionally necessary, often
yields governance responses that are reactive, partial, and internally in-
consistent.

Systems thinking offers a corrective to this fragmentation. It shifts the
analytical focus from isolated problems to patterns of interaction, from
linear causation to feedback dynamics, and from immediate outputs to
long-term consequences. It encourages policymakers to anticipate un-
intended effects, identify leverage points within systems, and recognize
that interventions in one domain may affect others.

In this regard, Donella Meadows’ (2008) work is particularly instruc-
tive. She shows that well-intentioned interventions often backfire when

1 On Behavioral Public Administration and administrative decision-making, see Grimme-
likhuijsen et al. (2017) and Thaler and Sunstein (2008) on institutional choice architecture
and decision behavior.

2 Thorstein Veblen introduced the concept of “trained incapacity, which was later developed
in organizational sociology by Burke (1984[1935]).

113



23. Systems Thinking and Interdisciplinary Governance: Democracy as...

system structures are misunderstood. Efforts to increase efficiency may
exacerbate inequality; regulations meant to stabilize systems may inhibit
innovation; and incentives introduced in one sector may distort behavior
elsewhere. Without systemic awareness, governance risks becoming a
sequence of disconnected interventions that address symptoms while
deepening underlying problems.

Research on network governance further reinforces this perspective. Con-
temporary governance increasingly unfolds within complex networks of
public institutions, private actors, and civil society organizations. Author-
ity is dispersed, coordination is negotiated, and outcomes depend less on
hierarchical command than on relationships, trust, and mutual adjust-
ment (Kickert, Klijn, and Koppenjan 1997). In such contexts, leadership
shifts from control to facilitation—requiring the capacity to coordinate
across organizational and disciplinary boundaries.

This transformation demands new competencies. Democratic leaders
must integrate diverse forms of knowledge, translate across professional
disciplines, and create institutional conditions that enable shared learn-
ing. They must also operate amid uncertainty, recognizing that complex
systems cannot be fully predicted or controlled. Adaptive governance—
grounded in iterative experimentation, feedback, and revision—becomes
essential.

At the same time, systems thinking reintroduces a normative dimension
often obscured in technical analyses. Systems are not neutral; they embody
values, distribute opportunities, and shape long-term social trajectories.
Governance decisions determine which interests are amplified, which
risks are tolerated, and which futures are possible. Managing complexity
is therefore inseparable from questions of responsibility and justice.

The competency emphasized in this chapter is ecological intelligence: the
capacity to perceive governance as a living system of interdependence,
to anticipate cascading effects across institutional domains, and to design
interventions that are both adaptive and normatively grounded. With-
out this capacity, democratic systems tend to respond to complexity by
oversimplifying, reducing multidimensional problems to administratively
manageable categories. With it, governance can shift from reactive control
to systemic resilience.

However, this systemic perspective ultimately brings the analysis back to
the human dimension of governance. Systems operate through structures,
incentives, and feedback loops, but they are enacted through human
judgment. Administrators interpret policies, leaders guide institutions,
and individual decisions within organizational contexts shape collective
outcomes.

For this reason, a comprehensive understanding of democratic gover-
nance must integrate systemic analysis with an account of human agency.
Systems do not act; they are enacted. The capacity for learning, adaptation,
and responsibility ultimately depends on the individuals who operate
within institutional and systemic constraints.

The following chapter therefore turns directly to this dimension. Having
conceptualized democracy as a complex and adaptive system, the analysis
now examines how individuals within these systems perceive, learn,
exercise judgment, and assume responsibility for the consequences of
their actions.
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Institutions, Ethics, and
Human Agency: Why
Character Still Matters

Chapter 23 conceptualized democratic governance as a complex, adaptive
system shaped by interdependence, feedback, and emergent effects. It
showed that institutional performance cannot be understood in isolation
but must be analyzed within a broader ecology of interactions. Yet this
systemic perspective raises a fundamental question: if governance op-
erates through interconnected structures and dynamic processes, who
within the system bears responsibility for its outcomes?

Democratic governance is often analyzed in structural and systemic
terms—constitutional design, administrative capacity, coordination, and
feedback mechanisms. Yet systems do not act autonomously. Policies are
interpreted by individuals, rules are applied through professional judg-
ment, and institutional practices evolve through countless decisions made
in specific contexts. The system described in the previous chapter is not
self-executing; it is enacted by human agency.

This chapter shifts the analytical focus from systemic interdependence to
the role of individuals in institutional settings. It examines how actors
learn, adapt, and make decisions under organizational constraints, and
why the ethical quality of these decisions remains decisive for democratic
performance. If Chapter 23 emphasized systemic reflexivity, this chapter
addresses its human counterpart: individuals' capacity to reflect, exercise
judgment, and assume responsibility within complex systems.

A central insight of organizational learning theory is that institutions do
not automatically improve through experience. In Organizational Learn-
ing: A Theory of Action Perspective (1978), Chris Argyris and Donald
Schoén challenged the assumption that errors naturally lead to correc-
tion. Instead, they showed that organizations often develop defensive
routines—patterns of behavior that shield underlying assumptions from
scrutiny. When problems arise, institutions frequently engage in what
Argyris and Schon called single-loop learning: adjusting actions to correct
immediate errors without questioning the governing assumptions that
produced them.

Within the systemic framework developed in the previous chapter, these
patterns have far-reaching implications. When underlying assumptions
go unexamined, errors are not eliminated at their source. Instead, they
are reproduced and may even be reinforced, creating dynamics analogous
to positive feedback loops. Over time, governance systems may adapt
superficially, while deeper misalignments persist, allowing dysfunction
to accumulate beneath the surface of procedural continuity.

By contrast, double-loop learning entails questioning the underlying norms,
values, and mental models that shape institutional behavior. It requires
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moving beyond the question “Are we doing things right?” to ask “Are
we doing the right things—and doing them the right way?” This shift
enables substantive institutional transformation rather than incremental
adjustment.

Recognizing the limits of procedural correction marks a critical threshold
for democratic governance. When existing frameworks prove inadequate,
continued reliance on incremental adaptation can lead to systemic de-
terioration. Yet efforts to foster deeper learning often meet resistance.
Established actors may view fundamental questioning as a threat to sta-
bility or authority, while others disengage from systems they perceive as
unresponsive. In this way, avoiding critical reflection becomes a driver of
institutional decline.

Argyris (1990) further elaborated on these dynamics, showing how defen-
sive routines become embedded in organizational culture. Organizations
may become highly effective at preserving internal coherence and avoid-
ing embarrassment, even at the expense of effectiveness. Problems are
managed rather than understood; symptoms are addressed while under-
lying causes remain unexamined. These patterns are not merely technical
failures—they raise fundamental ethical concerns about responsibility,
transparency, and accountability.

These dynamics are especially pronounced in bureaucratic settings. As dis-
cussed in Chapter 22, rule-based systems distribute responsibility through
hierarchical structures and formal procedures. Individuals may come to
justify their actions by appealing to established rules, organizational
norms, or superior authority. Responsibility is displaced—upward to lead-
ership, outward to the institution, or diffused across the system as a
whole.

This tension between structure and agency has long been recognized
in classical social theory. Max Weber (1946[1919]) emphasized that the
strength of bureaucratic organization lies in its rationality—its reliance on
rules, expertise, and hierarchy. Yet he also warned that such systems can
constrain individual judgment, confining actors within what he called
an “iron cage” of formal rationality. In such environments, adherence to
procedure may overshadow ethical reflection.

The ethical implications of this dynamic became starkly visible in the
twentieth century. In Eichmann in Jerusalem, Hannah Arendt (1963) ar-
gued that large-scale harm can arise not only from ideological extremism
but also from ordinary administrative behavior carried out without critical
reflection. Her concept of the “banality of evil” underscores the risk that
individuals, acting within bureaucratic systems, may suspend judgment
and conform to established routines, even when those routines produce
harmful outcomes.

Zygmunt Bauman (1989) extended this analysis by showing how modern
bureaucratic systems can distance individuals from the consequences of
their actions. Responsibility becomes fragmented across technical pro-
cesses and organizational hierarchies. When the link between action and
outcome is obscured, ethical reflection weakens, and compliance may
supplant moral agency.

Organizational learning theory helps explain how such patterns become
normalized. Institutions implicitly define which questions may be asked,
which risks may be taken, and which issues are best avoided. Over time,
individuals internalize these norms. Competence becomes associated with
conformity, and critical reflection is marginalized. In such environments,
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the capacity for ethical judgment is not eliminated but systematically
constrained.

At this point, a conceptual clarification is necessary. Organizations do not
“learn” or “decide” in the same sense as individuals. Learning and ethical
judgment are capacities of persons. What is described as organizational
learning is, in practice, the aggregated and institutionalized outcome of
individual cognition, interaction, and decision-making within structured
environments.

The quality of governance, therefore, depends fundamentally on the qual-
ity of human agency within institutions. Enhancing institutional perfor-
mance requires investment not only in structures and procedures but
also in the development of individuals—their analytical capacities, ethical
awareness, and capacity for critical reflection. Evidence from applied
contexts suggests that such development is most effective when it occurs
across hierarchical levels, fostering shared understanding and reinforcing
institutional coherence.

This process is inherently interpretive. Learning in complex governance
settings involves continuous interaction between experience and reflec-
tion, and between specific situations and broader frameworks of meaning.
As Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1975) hermeneutic circle suggests, under-
standing evolves through iterative engagement between parts and the
whole. Therefore, institutional improvement depends on creating envi-
ronments where individuals can engage collectively in such reflective
processes.

Yet democratic governance requires more than cognitive or technical
development. It requires individuals willing to confront uncomfortable
information, question ineffective practices, and accept responsibility for
the consequences of institutional action. Argyris describes this as produc-
tive reasoning: the capacity to openly test assumptions, invite critique,
and align actions with declared values.

Donald Schon’s (1983) concept of the reflective practitioner further clari-
fies this requirement. Professional competence in complex environments
cannot be reduced to technical expertise. It requires the capacity for
reflection-in-action: the ability to reassess assumptions and adapt behav-
ior in real time as situations evolve. In dynamic governance contexts,
this capacity is essential to maintaining alignment between institutional
practice and democratic purpose.

Human agency within institutions is therefore both constrained and
consequential. Individuals may see themselves as merely fulfilling roles,
yet their decisions—such as interpreting regulations, allocating resources,
and responding to citizens—shape lived realities. Ethics is not confined to
high-level political decisions; it is embedded in everyday administrative
practice.

For democratic leadership, this insight has two implications. First, leaders
must cultivate conditions in which individual learning and ethical reflec-
tion can flourish. This means fostering environments where questioning
is encouraged, dissent is protected, and errors are treated as opportunities
for learning rather than grounds for blame. It also requires investment in
professional development, the creation of meaningful feedback mecha-
nisms, and facilitation of interaction across organizational boundaries.

Second, leaders must recognize their role in shaping organizational cul-
ture. Authority can suppress or enable learning. The signals leadership
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sends—on transparency, accountability, and integrity—determine whether
institutions evolve toward openness or defensiveness.

At this level, the question of character becomes unavoidable—not as an ab-
stract moral ideal, but as integrity in practice: the willingness to confront
inconvenient truths, acknowledge uncertainty, and align institutional
behavior with democratic principles. Systems shape the conditions of
action, yet they do not eliminate moral choice.

If individuals retain agency within complex systems, responsibility does
not disappear. It becomes distributed, layered, and often obscured—but it
remains real.

This recognition raises a further, more demanding question: what if harm
arises not primarily from individual failure but from the system's normal
operation?

The following chapter directly addresses this question by examining struc-
tural harm and the ethical demands it poses for democratic governance.
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Structural Violence and
Democratic Responsibility:
When Institutions Harm

If governance systems are complex, adaptive, and enacted through human
agency, a more demanding question arises: what happens when these
systems—though operating as intended—still cause harm?

Democratic societies tend to associate violence with visible, intentional
acts—war, repression, or direct coercion—where responsibility can be
clearly assigned. Yet a substantial share of human suffering in contempo-
rary societies does not stem from such overt actions. Instead, it arises from
the routine operation of institutions: policies, procedures, and systemic
arrangements that appear neutral, lawful, and even necessary.

This chapter examines how democratic governance can produce such
outcomes. Building on the systemic perspective developed in Chapter 23
and the analysis of human agency in Chapter 24, it introduces the con-
cept of structural violence to illuminate how harm may be embedded
in the normal functioning of institutions and to clarify what democratic
responsibility requires when accountability is diffuse and causation is
complex.

Johan Galtung’s (1969) foundational formulation of structural violence
provides the conceptual starting point. He defined violence not only as di-
rect physical harm but also as any social arrangement that systematically
prevents individuals from realizing their full potential. In this broader
sense, violence is present whenever avoidable suffering is produced by
the structure of social relations. Harm need not be intentional to be real; it
is sufficient that institutional arrangements produce predictable patterns
of disadvantage.

The defining feature of structural violence is its relative invisibility. Indi-
viduals experiencing poverty, marginalization, or diminished opportunity
often view their condition as personal misfortune rather than as the result
of systemic arrangements. Public officials, in turn, may interpret such
outcomes as technical challenges rather than ethical concerns. In this
way, institutions can reproduce inequality without explicit discrimination
or malicious intent.

Unlike direct violence, structural violence rarely has a clearly identifiable
perpetrator. Responsibility is distributed across policies, administrative
practices, market mechanisms, and cultural norms. Harm arises not from
isolated decisions but from cumulative interactions within the system.
This diffusion complicates traditional models of accountability, which are
typically oriented toward discrete acts and identifiable agents.

Democratic systems are not immune to this dynamic; indeed, they are
often especially vulnerable to it. Their emphasis on formal equality—equal
rights, uniform procedures, and standardized rules—is a fundamental
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safeguard against arbitrariness. Yet when underlying social and economic
conditions are unequal, formally equal treatment may reproduce or even
deepen existing disparities.

Legal rights, for example, are of limited value without access to legal repre-
sentation. Universal healthcare eligibility does not guarantee equal quality
of care. Standardized education systems may perpetuate socioeconomic
advantage rather than mitigate it. In such contexts, formal inclusion coex-
ists with substantive inequality, and procedural fairness masks structural
imbalance.

Structural violence thus emerges in the gap between institutional form
and lived reality. What makes this phenomenon particularly challenging
for democratic governance is that it often stems from well-intentioned
policies. Measures designed to enhance efficiency, ensure fiscal sustain-
ability, or expand choice may have exclusionary effects. Cost-containment
strategies may limit access for vulnerable populations; market-oriented
reforms may widen disparities; and risk-management frameworks may
systematically disadvantage those with the greatest need.

These dynamics are not anomalies; they are systemic tendencies. Insti-
tutions optimize for specific objectives—efficiency, predictability, and
stability—while the human consequences of these optimizations accumu-
late incrementally and often go unexamined.

A further difficulty arises from an asymmetry within administrative sys-
tems. Institutions are often highly capable of producing effects—allocating
resources, enforcing rules, and structuring opportunities—but far less
equipped to identify and repair the harm those effects may cause. While
damage can be inflicted through routine procedures, its recognition and
redress often lack equally structured and effective mechanisms. This im-
balance creates a structural deficit in democratic accountability: harm
may be produced within the system without a corresponding capacity to
correct it systematically.

It is precisely this gap that reinforces the institutional rationale for the
Quarta Politica. By introducing a constitutionally grounded and opera-
tionally empowered form of independent oversight—capable not only of
identifying structural harm but also of ensuring its remediation—it ad-
dresses a dimension of governance that traditional administrative systems
do not adequately address. In this sense, the Quarta Politica extends ac-
countability from detection to correction, linking diagnosis to restorative
capacity.

Paul Farmer’s (2003) work illustrates the broader process with particu-
lar clarity. In Pathologies of Power, he shows how structural inequalities
translate into concrete health outcomes. Poverty, discrimination, and in-
stitutional neglect become embodied in patterns of disease and premature
mortality. Inequality is not merely a social condition; it is inscribed in
human lives.

Amartya Sen (1999) offers a complementary normative framework through
his capability approach. From this perspective, justice must be evaluated
not solely in terms of formal rights or institutional arrangements, but in
terms of the real freedoms individuals have to lead lives they have reason
to value. Democratic performance, therefore, depends on the extent to
which institutions expand or constrain individuals' substantive human
capabilities.
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Empirical research supports this conclusion. Michael Marmot (2005) has
shown that gradients in income, education, and social status systemati-
cally translate into disparities in health and life expectancy. Structural
inequality thus operates not only at the level of opportunity but also at
the level of survival.

These insights raise a fundamental question about responsibility. If harm
stems from systemic processes rather than individual intent, how should
accountability be understood? Iris Marion Young (2011) addresses this
question with her social connection model of responsibility. She argues
that in cases of structural injustice, responsibility cannot be reduced to
backward-looking blame. Instead, individuals and institutions share a
forward-looking obligation to transform the structures in which they
participate.

Responsibility, in this sense, derives not from guilt alone but from par-
ticipation in processes that produce foreseeable harm. It is relational,
distributed, and prospective—focused on what actors can do to change
unjust conditions rather than on assigning fault for past actions.

Contemporary public policy research further substantiates this systemic
perspective. Suzanne Mettler (2011) and Jacob S. Hacker (2002) show how
policies themselves can structure inequality in subtle, often opaque ways.
Programs delivered through tax expenditures, regulatory exemptions, or
fragmented administrative arrangements may allocate benefits unevenly
while obscuring their distributional effects. Citizens may receive sup-
port without recognizing it, while others remain excluded without clear
visibility. These dynamics shape both material outcomes and political
perceptions, reinforcing inequality and weakening democratic account-
ability.

Taken together, these perspectives converge on a central insight: injus-
tice in democratic systems often persists not through overt coercion but
through routine governance practices that prioritize efficiency, stabil-
ity, and procedural order over values like equity, inclusion, and human
dignity.

This conclusion brings into focus the broader argument developed in
Parts IV and V. Institutional design, governance practice, administrative
organization, systemic interaction, and human agency are not separate do-
mains; they are interdependent components of a single process. Structural
harm arises when these components align to reproduce disadvantage,
without adequate mechanisms for recognition and correction.

Democratic responsibility, therefore, cannot be confined to procedural
compliance or formal accountability. It requires sustained attention to
outcomes—especially for those least able to influence decision-making.
It demands what may be called moral perception: the capacity to recog-
nize injustice when it is not immediately apparent and to identify harm
embedded in routine institutional operations.

This perspective reframes leadership's role. Governing responsibly means
asking questions that go beyond technical performance: Who benefits
from this policy? Who bears its hidden costs? Which voices are excluded
from deliberation? What patterns of harm have become normalized?
Which alternatives are systematically overlooked?

Addressing such questions requires more than analytical capacity; it re-
quires institutional courage. Structural violence is rarely eliminated by
incremental adjustments alone. It often demands confronting entrenched
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interests, revising established practices, and acknowledging the unin-
tended consequences of policies once considered successful.

The competency emphasized in this chapter may therefore be described
as moral accountability in complex contexts: the capacity to recognize,
interpret, and respond to systemic harm when causation is diffuse and
responsibility is shared.

Without such capacity, governance risks becoming a purely technical
exercise—focused on maintaining procedural order while remaining de-
tached from lived realities. With it, democratic systems can realign institu-
tional performance with their foundational purpose: enabling individuals
and communities to flourish in conditions of dignity, fairness, and mutual
respect.

Part V has traced a progression from systems to agency to outcomes. It
has shown that democratic governance is a complex, adaptive system
that depends on the reflective capacities of individuals within institutions
and can produce unintended yet consequential harm. The challenge that
follows is not only diagnostic but also transformative.

Part VI turns to the task of renewal. It examines how democratic systems
can rebuild legitimacy, restore trust, and cultivate leadership to align
institutional practice with ethical purpose in an increasingly complex,
interdependent world.
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Part VI.

DEMOCRATIC
RENEWAL: LEADERSHIP,
INSTITUTIONS, AND
CIVIC REGENERATION



This section marks the transition from diagnosis to reconstruction.

The preceding chapters have traced the many ways democratic systems
erode over time: the concentration of executive power, the weakening
of legislatures, policy stagnation, bureaucratic rigidity, institutional frag-
mentation, and the gradual diffusion of structural harm. Each of these
dynamics follows its own internal logic. Taken together, however, they
reveal a broader pattern. Democratic decline rarely occurs through abrupt
collapse. More often, it advances incrementally—through minor adjust-
ments, pragmatic compromises, and the progressive normalization of
dysfunction.

As this process unfolds, a gap widens between institutional purpose and
performance. Policies drift from their original aims. Institutions may
retain formal legitimacy while losing strategic direction. Mechanisms
intended to advance the public good can instead reinforce inequality,
exclusion, or inefficiency. Rather than correcting these distortions, po-
litical systems often adapt to them, absorbing dysfunction into routine
practice. Democratic failure, in this sense, is not an isolated event but an
accumulated condition—systemic, gradual, and often difficult to perceive
in real time.

If the problem is systemic, the response must likewise be systemic.

Part VI, therefore, shifts from limits to possibilities—not by appealing
to abstract ideals but by identifying practical pathways to renewal. The
chapters that follow do not propose utopian designs or sweeping institu-
tional reconfigurations. Instead, they examine how democratic capacity
can be rebuilt through targeted changes to leadership, institutional design,
political organization, and civic participation.

The central question is not how to achieve perfection but how to restore
functionality. This requires rethinking how leaders are selected and held
accountable; how political parties can better represent and connect with
citizens; how institutions can regain coherence and responsiveness; and
how citizens can once again participate meaningfully in public life.

Renewal begins with recognition: democracy does not sustain itself auto-
matically. Institutions do not correct their own deficiencies, and responsi-
bility cannot be fully delegated to rules or procedures. Yet recognition
alone is insufficient. Renewal also requires deliberate action.

While earlier chapters showed how governance systems can produce
unintended and harmful outcomes, this part asks how those same systems
can be redirected through conscious, responsible choices. The task is not
only to repair institutional arrangements but also to restore the civic and
ethical capacities that enable them to function as intended.

This shift entails a reorientation of emphasis. Where fragmentation pre-
vailed, the focus now turns to integration. Where routine displaced judg-
ment, the importance of leadership and responsibility reasserts itself.
Where harm became diffuse and accountability was obscured, the need
for shared responsibility becomes clearer.

Democratic renewal ultimately depends on the interaction between insti-
tutions and the individuals who operate within them. Institutions shape
behavior, but they do not act independently. Their effectiveness rests on

the judgment, integrity, and commitment of leaders, officials, and citizens
alike.

The chapters that follow explore how to strengthen democratic leader-
ship at its foundations: improved party organization, more responsible
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candidate selection, expanded opportunities for participation and deliber-
ation, and a more engaged civic culture. Together, they outline a realistic,
grounded approach to renewal that is attentive to both constraints and
possibilities.

Democracy is not restored by institutional design alone. It is sustained
by practice—by leaders capable of judgment and restraint, by institutions
that can learn and adapt, and by citizens willing to engage in the shared
work of self-government.

Part VI addresses this challenge.
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From Democratic Drift to
Democratic Renewal:
Reclaiming Agency in a Fragile
Age

Democracies rarely collapse in abrupt rupture. More often, they erode
incrementally—through declining public trust, institutional attenuation,
polarized discourse, and adaptive leadership patterns that accommodate
dysfunction rather than confront it. What begins as an episodic distur-
bance is gradually normalized: expectations adjust downward, governance
becomes reactive and defensive, and diminished performance is accepted
as structurally inevitable. This slow, often imperceptible process is known
as democratic drift.

As the preceding chapters have shown, democratic drift stems from the
interplay of multiple dynamics: constitutional shortcuts, executive con-
solidation, policy deferral, fragmented governance, bureaucratic rigidity,
organizational defensiveness, and the reproduction of structural harm.
No single factor is determinative. Their cumulative effect, however, is to
hollow out democratic authority while preserving its formal architecture.
Institutions persist, but their capacity to generate trust, coordinate action,
and deliver responsive governance is progressively eroded.

Contemporary scholarship has increasingly converged on this diagno-
sis. Democratic decline in the modern era rarely takes the form of overt
institutional breakdown; instead, it unfolds through formally legal, pro-
cedurally valid processes. Elected leaders may gradually erode informal
norms, politicize oversight institutions, and weaken internal constraints,
producing systems that retain the external features of democracy while
losing their substantive integrity (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). The result
is not democratic collapse but democratic mutation.

Yet democratic deterioration is neither inevitable nor irreversible. His-
torical experience suggests that democratic systems, though structurally
vulnerable, retain the capacity for self-correction and renewal. Institutions
can be recalibrated, leadership norms can evolve, and civic engagement
can be revitalized. The task, however, is not to restore an idealized equilib-
rium but to reconstruct democratic capacity in the face of contemporary
complexity, interdependence, and uncertainty. Reconstruction, in this
sense, should not be understood as the wholesale replacement of an exist-
ing system with an entirely new and unorthodox one. Rather, it entails the
deliberate reconfiguration of existing structures—retaining what works,
reforming what fails, and realigning institutions with their normative
purposes.

This chapter introduces democratic renewal as a practical, normatively
grounded project centered on human agency.

Renewal should not be mistaken for restoration. Democracies have always
been defined by enduring tensions—between inclusion and efficiency, con-
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flict and consensus, and stability and transformation. In the present con-
text, these tensions are intensified by technological disruption, widening
economic inequality, ecological constraints, and deepening cultural plural-
ism. Renewal, therefore, requires adaptive reconstruction: rearticulating
democratic legitimacy to meet contemporary realities while preserving
the core principles of accountability, inclusion, and self-government.

At its core, democratic renewal depends on a demanding yet indispens-
able condition: citizens must believe their participation is consequential,
and institutions must operate in ways that make that belief empirically
credible.

This process unfolds across three analytically distinct yet mutually con-
stitutive domains: leadership, institutions, and civic culture.

Leadership is central because systems rarely reform themselves. As earlier
chapters have shown, institutions tend toward path dependence, guided
by entrenched routines, incentives, and risk-averse logics. Transforma-
tive change depends on agents capable of interrupting these patterns—
individuals willing to challenge normalization, confront entrenched in-
terests, and articulate viable alternatives. This does not require excep-
tional or charismatic figures but rather principled leadership: actors who
understand power as stewardship, prioritize long-term legitimacy over
short-term advantage, and align decision-making with publicly defensible
norms.

Crucially, such leadership also requires temporal judgment: the ability to
recognize, at an early stage, when incremental adaptation is no longer
sufficient and when more fundamental change is necessary. In practice,
there is often a significant lag—frequently spanning one or two decades—
between the emergence of structural pressures requiring transformation
and the moment when decisive action is taken. During this interval,
opportunities for orderly reform may narrow, and the costs of inaction
accumulate. Principled leaders must therefore be able not only to respond
to crises but also to anticipate them, acting before systemic deterioration
becomes entrenched.

This conception aligns with Hannah Arendt’s understanding of political
action as the space in which individuals assume responsibility in concert
with others (Arendt 1958) and with Amartya Sen’s emphasis on the ex-
pansion of substantive freedoms as the defining measure of democratic
development (Sen 1999). In both accounts, democracy is sustained not
only by institutional arrangements but also by the quality of agency
exercised within those arrangements.

However, contemporary political environments often constrain such
agency. Electoral cycles privilege immediacy over reflection; media ecosys-
tems amplify polarization and performative conflict; and party structures
often reward loyalty, visibility, or strategic positioning rather than com-
petence and integrity. Under these conditions, political trajectories are
shaped more by adaptive responses to systemic incentives than by the
public purpose.

Democratic renewal, therefore, requires reconfiguring leadership devel-
opment. Mechanisms for candidate selection, political training, and ac-
countability must be structured so that integrity, competence, and public
responsibility are institutionally reinforced rather than politically penal-
ized.
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Institutions, in turn, remain indispensable. Individual virtue cannot com-
pensate for structural deficiencies. Constitutional arrangements, adminis-
trative systems, and policy frameworks define both the scope of action
and the distribution of incentives. Renewal must therefore include in-
stitutional recalibration: strengthening checks and balances, enhancing
transparency, improving coordination across levels of governance, and
fostering large-scale, interdisciplinary collaboration across ministerial
domains to address complex, cross-cutting challenges.

In this respect, Elinor Ostrom’s analysis of institutional design offers a
critical insight: durable and effective governance emerges when rules
align with accountability, local knowledge, and shared responsibility (Os-
trom 1990). Democratic institutions must likewise be designed to enable
learning, adaptability, and inclusion rather than to reinforce rigidity and
fragmentation.

Institutional renewal must also address embedded structural inequali-
ties. As Iris Marion Young argues, responsibility in complex societies
extends beyond individual wrongdoing to the transformation of institu-
tional processes that systematically produce unequal outcomes (Young
2011). Democratic legitimacy, therefore, cannot be reduced to procedural
fairness; it must also be assessed by whether institutions substantively
expand capabilities and life chances across social groups.

Civic culture is the third pillar of renewal. Democracy cannot be sustained
by institutional design alone; it depends on shared norms of trust, mutual
recognition, and reasoned public engagement. When these norms erode,
institutional performance declines.

Polarization, misinformation, and social fragmentation weaken the social
foundations of democracy. Citizens increasingly retreat into segmented
informational and social environments; public discourse becomes adver-
sarial and strategic rather than deliberative; and the capacity for collective
problem-solving declines.

Robert Putnam’s analysis of declining social capital shows that dimin-
ished civic interaction erodes trust and cooperation (Putnam 2000). Com-
plementing this perspective, Albert Hirschman shows that institutional
responsiveness depends on the active exercise of voice—critical, engaged
participation—rather than on passive withdrawal or exit (Hirschman 1972).
When citizens disengage, democratic systems lose essential mechanisms
for feedback, correction, and accountability.

Renewal, therefore, requires rebuilding democracy’s social infrastructure:
civic education, participatory institutions, associational life, and public
spaces where individuals can engage across differences as members of a
shared political community.

These three domains—leadership, institutions, and civic culture—form
an interdependent system. Leadership shapes institutional trajectories;
institutions structure civic behavior; and civic culture both constrains
and enables leadership. Transformation in any one domain is unlikely to
endure without corresponding change in the others.

At its core, democratic renewal is a project to restore agency. Citizens
must see themselves not as passive recipients of governance but as par-
ticipants in its creation. Public officials must reclaim a sense of purpose
beyond mere procedural compliance. Political leaders must act not as com-
petitors in a zero-sum struggle for power but as custodians of democratic
integrity.
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Such a reorientation implies a broader transformation in the logic of
governance: from control to collaboration, from opacity to transparency,
and from transactional exchange to relationships grounded in trust, re-
sponsibility, and accountability.

The analytical framework developed in this chapter—linking leadership,
institutions, and civic culture—points to a more specific operational ques-
tion: under what conditions does principled leadership become systemat-
ically possible rather than merely contingent? Addressing this question
requires moving beyond normative aspiration to institutional design.
Leadership must not only be ethically desirable; it must be institutionally
cultivated, selected, and evaluated through processes that align incentives
with democratic purpose.

The chapters that follow examine the mechanisms for operationalizing
democratic agency. They begin with leadership itself—not as an abstract
ideal, but as a structured outcome of political recruitment, selection, and
accountability. Particular attention will be given to defining leadership
competence, reforming candidate selection processes, and assessing lead-
ership performance against democratic criteria rather than merely on
electoral success.

Part VI thus advances from diagnosis to institutionalization: from identi-
fying the need for agency to specifying the conditions under which that
need can be met. Democracy is not self-sustaining; it must be enacted
through practices that systematically reproduce its normative commit-
ments.

The next chapter turns to the first of these conditions: principled lead-
ership. If democratic drift reflects the incremental erosion of judgment,
responsibility, and accountability, leadership renewal must begin by re-
constructing the standards, pathways, and evaluative frameworks that
govern democratic authority.
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Principled Leadership in an
Age of Democratic Drift

If democratic renewal depends on restoring agency, leadership is its most
immediate and practical expression. Systems do not reform themselves;
they are reshaped by the decisions of those who inhabit them. The central
question, therefore, is not only how institutions are designed but also how
leaders act when those institutions begin to drift from their democratic
purposes.

As established in the previous chapter, democratic erosion rarely occurs
through rupture. It unfolds incrementally—through declining trust, in-
stitutional weakening, polarized discourse, and leadership patterns that
adapt to dysfunction rather than confront it. Democratic drift is sustained
not only by structural conditions but also by the accumulation of routine
decisions that normalize deviations from principle.

The dynamics identified earlier—constitutional shortcuts, executive con-
centration, legislative passivity, fragmented governance, bureaucratic
inertia, and structural inequality—are mediated by leadership. These pro-
cesses do not operate autonomously; they are reinforced, contested, or
redirected by those in authority. Democratic systems weaken not only
because institutions degrade but because leadership accommodates that
degradation rather than correcting it.

Contemporary scholarship supports this interpretation. Yascha Mounk
(2018) identifies a widening gap between democratic procedures and
democratic substance: electoral mechanisms persist, yet public confidence
in their fairness and responsiveness declines. This divergence reflects not
only institutional design but also the erosion of leadership practices that
sustain legitimacy amid complexity and contestation.

If democratic drift is cumulative, so is democratic renewal. Leadership
plays a decisive role in interrupting normalization trajectories and creat-
ing space for institutional and civic transformation. This chapter therefore
conceptualizes principled leadership as a central component of demo-
cratic renewal—not as exceptional or heroic individualism, but as ethically
grounded, institutionally embedded agency.

Leadership as Structured Agency

Leadership matters because institutions have a strong tendency toward
continuity. Organizational routines, incentive structures, and established
norms reproduce themselves unless actively challenged. Transformative
change requires agents capable of interrupting these patterns—individuals
willing to question normalization, confront entrenched interests, and
articulate credible alternatives.




27. Principled Leadership in an Age of Democratic Drift

Max Weber’s concept of an ethic of responsibility remains foundational:
political actors must act with conviction while remaining attentive to the
foreseeable consequences of their decisions (Weber 1946[1919]). In this
sense, leadership is neither moral absolutism nor opportunistic pragma-
tism, but the disciplined exercise of judgment amid uncertainty.

Hannah Arendt extends this perspective by locating political responsi-
bility in action itself. Democracy depends on individuals who sustain a
shared world through judgment and participation (Arendt 1958). Her later
analysis of the “banality of evil” shows that systemic harm may arise not
from explicit intent but from unreflective conformity with established
routines (Arendt 1963). In this account, democratic erosion advances less
through deliberate subversion than through habituation.

Principled leadership can thus be understood as the capacity to resist
habituation: to interrupt routine when it produces unjust or ineffective
outcomes, to make implicit assumptions explicit, and to reorient institu-
tions toward their normative purposes. It entails understanding power as
stewardship and authority as accountability.

James MacGregor Burns’ distinction between transactional and trans-
formational leadership further clarifies this role. While transactional
leadership operates through exchange and short-term incentives, trans-
formational leadership seeks to align institutional practice with shared
ethical purposes and to elevate leaders and citizens alike (Burns 1978). In
democratic systems, this orientation is essential for sustaining long-term
legitimacy.

The Structural Constraints on Leadership

Despite its normative importance, principled leadership does not arise in
a vacuum. It is shaped—and often constrained—by systemic conditions.

Electoral cycles privilege immediacy over long-term orientation; media
environments amplify polarization and performative conflict; profession-
alized campaigns reward strategic communication over substantive delib-
eration; and party structures may prioritize loyalty, visibility, or network
alignment over competence. Under these conditions, leadership behavior
becomes increasingly adaptive and reactive.

Understanding democracy as an interconnected institutional ecosystem
helps illuminate how these pressures arise through feedback loops linking
political incentives, media systems, economic structures, administrative
cultures, and public expectations. Yet this systemic perspective should not
be interpreted as technocratic determinism in which political outcomes
are viewed as automatic products of impersonal structures alone. Systems
shape incentives and constrain available choices, but they do not eliminate
individual moral agency or political responsibility. Democratic institutions
remain dependent on human judgment, ethical restraint, and the capacity
of leaders and citizens to act reflexively within the systems they inhabit
(Luhmann 1995; Giddens 1984).

One central insight of systems thinking is that actors simultaneously
reproduce and transform institutional environments through their deci-
sions. Political leaders may passively adapt to dysfunctional incentives,
but they may also intervene to alter institutional norms, redesign proce-
dures, expose systemic failures, or resist pressures that reward short-term
political advantage over democratic integrity. Structural constraints there-
fore increase—rather than diminish—the importance of moral responsi-
bility, because ethical leadership often consists precisely in recognizing
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when prevailing institutional dynamics are generating harmful or self-
reinforcing outcomes (Arendt 2005; Young 2011).

This perspective also preserves political accountability by clarifying that
emergent systemic outcomes are not detached from human action. Feed-
back loops operate through concrete decisions: legislators choosing expe-
diency over deliberation, media organizations privileging outrage over
verification, parties rewarding loyalty over competence, and citizens tol-
erating violations of democratic norms for partisan gain. Systems may
diffuse causality across multiple actors and institutions, but they do not
dissolve responsibility into abstraction. Rather, democratic accountabil-
ity requires recognizing how individual actions accumulate into broader
institutional patterns over time.

For this reason, systems-oriented democratic analysis should be under-
stood not as an alternative to ethical leadership but as a framework for
situating ethical responsibility within complex institutional realities. A
competent democratic leader is not merely one who efficiently navigates
existing incentives but one who can critically diagnose systemic dis-
tortions, anticipate long-term consequences, and exercise judgment to
interrupt destructive feedback cycles before they become normalized in
democratic life.

Wendy Brown’s analysis of neoliberal governance further illuminates
this transformation. Political judgment is reframed in economic terms,
citizens are recast as market actors, and leaders are evaluated as efficiency
managers rather than as stewards of democratic purpose (Brown 2015).
In this context, public reasoning risks being displaced by technocratic
calculation or by symbolic conflict.

Even well-intentioned individuals adapt to these constraints. Political
actors learn which behaviors are rewarded: minimizing risk, maintaining
alignment with dominant networks, and avoiding positions that could
carry political cost. Over time, strategic positioning displaces problem-
solving, and responsiveness yields to message control.

Bernard Williams captures this tension by emphasizing that political
action necessarily involves navigating conflicts between ethical commit-
ments and practical constraints (Williams 2005). Responsible leadership
does not eliminate this tension; it sustains it—resisting the tendency to
justify every compromise as a necessity while remaining attentive to the
realities of power.

This perspective helps explain why democratic drift proceeds without
dramatic rupture. Leaders rarely intend to undermine democratic sys-
tems. Rather, they accommodate incremental deviations from principle
in response to immediate pressures. These accommodations accumulate,
producing systemic erosion. As Iris Marion Young (2011) argues, struc-
tural harm arises from the aggregated effects of routine practices across
institutions rather than from isolated decisions.

From Normative Ideal to Institutional Design

If leadership is structurally conditioned, democratic renewal cannot rely
solely on individual virtue. It must address the institutional mechanisms
that produce, select, and evaluate leaders.

This requires redefining democratic competence. Leadership cannot be
reduced to electoral success or technical expertise. It entails a composite
capacity: constitutional literacy, ethical reasoning, systems awareness,
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deliberative capability, and the ability to engage diverse publics amid
disagreement.

Such capacities are not purely innate; they can be cultivated. James
Fishkin’s work on deliberative democracy shows that structured, informed
discussion can significantly improve the quality of decision-making and
public judgment (Fishkin 2018). Participatory and deliberative institu-
tions can thus serve not only as governance mechanisms but also as
developmental environments for leadership.

However, cultivation alone is insufficient without corresponding selection
mechanisms. The pathways by which individuals enter and advance
within political systems must align with democratic standards. Candidate
selection processes, internal party governance, and public accountability
structures must reward integrity, competence, and public responsibility
rather than short-term strategic advantage.

This, in turn, implies the need for explicit evaluative frameworks. Lead-
ership performance must be assessed not only by electoral outcomes
but also by democratic standards: the capacity to sustain institutional
integrity, expand inclusion, exercise restraint in the use of power, and
maintain alignment between public commitments and policy action.

Leadership, Institutions, and Civic Culture

Leadership must be understood as relational and embedded. It does not
operate independently of institutions or civic culture; rather, it is shaped
by them and, in turn, shapes them.

Institutions structure incentives and set the boundaries of action. Civic
culture shapes expectations, trust, and norms of accountability. Leadership
operates at the intersection of these domains, translating institutional
possibilities into practice and mediating between systemic constraints
and public demands.

Pierre Rosanvallon’s account of democratic legitimacy is instructive here.
He argues that legitimacy rests not only on electoral authorization but also
on impartiality, reflexivity, and proximity (Rosanvallon 2011). Principled
leadership supports each of these by upholding fairness in institutional
practice, enabling self-correction, and remaining responsive to citizens’
lived experience.

The interdependence of these domains reinforces a central claim of this
book: democratic renewal cannot be achieved through isolated reforms.
Leadership transformation requires institutional redesign and civic reen-
gagement; institutional reform requires leadership capable of sustaining
it; and civic culture depends on both.

Political Parties as Gatekeepers of Leadership

These considerations converge on the role of political parties. As primary
intermediaries between citizens and the state, parties structure leadership
pathways, set standards of competence, and shape political incentives.
They determine not only who governs but also how democratic norms
are reproduced over time.

When parties serve as responsible institutions, they cultivate leadership
capable of sustaining democratic integrity. When they devolve into nar-
rowly electoral or clientelist organizations, the conditions for principled
leadership erode. As a result, recruitment becomes opportunistic, account-
ability weakens, and democratic drift accelerates.
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Democratic renewal therefore requires rethinking parties not merely as
electoral vehicles but as institutional sites for leadership development.
Their internal rules, selection processes, and normative commitments are
decisive for the quality of democratic governance.

Conclusion: Leadership as the First Condition of Renewal

Principled leadership is not a sufficient condition for democratic renewal,
but it is necessary. Without it, institutional reform lacks direction, and
civic engagement lacks credible interlocutors.

If democratic drift reflects the gradual erosion of judgment, responsibil-
ity, and accountability, leadership renewal must begin by rebuilding the
standards and pathways for exercising authority. This entails shifting
from a model of leadership as strategic competition to one grounded in
stewardship, responsibility, and public purpose.

The next chapter turns to the institutional locus where these pathways are
most decisively shaped: political parties. It examines how their evolution
has altered the conditions for democratic leadership and how their reform
can help realign political competition with democratic integrity.
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From Gatekeepers to
Institutions: Political Parties
and the Architecture of
Democratic Responsibility

If principled leadership constitutes the first operational condition for
democratic renewal, a prior question is unavoidable: through which insti-
tutional mechanisms is such leadership produced?

Leaders do not emerge in a vacuum. They are recruited, selected, social-
ized, and advanced within organizational environments that structure
their incentives, shape their capacities, and orient their understanding of
public responsibility. Among these environments, political parties occupy
a uniquely decisive role. They serve as the principal gateway between
citizens and the state, determining not only who governs but also the
normative and institutional conditions under which governance is exer-
cised.

The argument developed in the previous chapter—that principled leader-
ship must be institutionally cultivated rather than contingently expected—
finds its most concrete expression here. Political parties are the primary
sites where that cultivation either takes place or fails.

Parties as Foundational Democratic Institutions

Representative democracy is structurally dependent on political parties.
They recruit and select candidates, aggregate and articulate interests,
organize political competition, and translate social demands into govern-
ing programs. As E. E. Schattschneider (1942) famously argued, modern
democracy is “unthinkable save in terms of parties.” To remain govern-
able, political conflict must be institutionalized, and parties provide the
framework through which such conflict is structured and mediated.

In their ideal-typical form, parties function not merely as electoral vehicles
but as institutions of democratic responsibility. They embed individual
ambition within collective purpose, provide arenas for political learning,
and create structured pathways for developing and assessing leadership
competence. As Angelo Panebianco (1988) demonstrated, organizational
cohesion, institutional memory, and internal career trajectories have
historically played a central role in shaping leadership quality.

Under these conditions, parties have served as mediating institutions—
linking society and the state and translating diffuse social demands into
coherent political programs.

Organizational Transformation and Democratic Drift

Over recent decades, however, this institutional role has steadily eroded.
Across many democracies, parties have shifted from integrative organi-
zations to electoral machines optimized for short-term competition and
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power consolidation. In this evolution, long-term programmatic coher-
ence and institutional responsibility are often subordinated to immediate
electoral gain.

Several interrelated developments underpin this shift. Campaign profes-
sionals increasingly displace grassroots actors; communication strategies
supplant internal deliberation; candidate recruitment becomes transac-
tional; and media visibility outweighs institutional experience. Katz and
Mair (1995) conceptualized this evolution as the emergence of the cartel
party, characterized by greater integration with the state and growing
detachment from society. Peter Mair (2013) later described the broader
consequence as a “hollowing” of democracy: formal representation per-
sists, but the substantive link between citizens and governing institutions
weakens.

Technological and media transformations have accelerated these dynam-
ics. As Pippa Norris (2002) shows, contemporary political competition
relies heavily on professionalized campaigning, targeted messaging, and
centralized control. While these developments enhance electoral effi-
ciency, they often reduce internal pluralism, narrow pathways for lead-
ership development, and weaken the deliberative functions parties have
historically performed.

In this evolving landscape, the gatekeeping role of parties—central to
the argument in the previous chapter—has been fundamentally reconfig-
ured.

From Gatekeepers to Gravediggers

The distinction between leadership as stewardship and leadership as
strategic adaptation becomes institutionally visible in party behavior.
Galinanes and Klinkers (2026c) capture this transformation through a
stark conceptual contrast: party actors who once served as gatekeepers
increasingly act as gravediggers of democratic integrity.

Gatekeepers filter candidates based on criteria aligned with principled
leadership: competence, ethical judgment, and commitment to democratic
norms. Gravediggers, by contrast, promote candidates who maximize elec-
toral advantage, even when doing so undermines institutional constraints,
exacerbates polarization, or erodes constitutional norms.

This shift rarely stems from explicit anti-democratic intent. Rather, it
arises from incremental adaptation to competitive pressures, media in-
centives, and voter dynamics. Yet adaptation can gradually turn into
capitulation. When parties abandon their gatekeeping function, they nor-
malize transgression, reward loyalty over competence, and institutionalize
short-termism.

A key driver of this transformation in many contemporary democracies is
the rise of unmediated or highly decentralized primary elections, in which
party elites lose substantial control over candidate selection to highly
mobilized and ideologically polarized primary electorates. While often
justified as a form of internal party democratization, such mechanisms can
paradoxically weaken the broader democratic system by empowering the
most ideologically extreme or highly engaged subsets of voters, thereby
increasing the likelihood of selecting candidates who are less responsive
to median preferences and more vulnerable to populist or polarizing dy-
namics (Cox and McCubbins 2005; Ware 1995). In this sense, internal
democratization of parties does not automatically translate into strength-
ening the democratic system; under certain institutional conditions, it
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may intensify the very incentives that erode deliberative moderation and
elite-filtering functions.

Over time, these practices reshape leadership itself. The types of individ-
uals who enter and succeed in political systems change, and with them,
the behavioral norms of governance. Democratic erosion thus becomes
embedded not only in institutions but also in the processes by which
those institutions are populated.

Internal Party Dynamics and the Reproduction of Leadership

These developments are reinforced by internal organizational cultures.
When dissent is discouraged, conformity prevails. When advancement
depends on loyalty, critical judgment is stifled. When deliberation is
replaced by message discipline, organizational learning declines.

In this respect, party dynamics mirror the bureaucratic pathologies exam-
ined in earlier chapters: defensive routines emerge, responsibility diffuses,
and ethical concerns are reframed as strategic liabilities. Success is nar-
rowly measured by electoral outcomes, while longer-term considerations
of institutional integrity are marginalized.

Democratic decline, therefore, cannot be attributed solely to individual
failure. It is produced and reproduced within organizational environments
that systematically shape behavior. As argued in Chapter 27, leadership
is structured agency; here, parties are shown to be the primary structures
that condition that agency.

Beyond Ideology: Evaluating Parties as Democratic Actors

Recognizing the structural role of parties requires a corresponding shift
in how they are evaluated.

Traditional analyses emphasize ideological positioning along a left-right
spectrum. While analytically useful for mapping distributive preferences,
these frameworks offer limited insight into how parties function as demo-
cratic institutions. Parties with similar ideological profiles may differ
markedly in their commitment to democratic norms, governance compe-
tence, and responsiveness to societal needs.

To address this limitation, Galifianes and Klinkers (2026a) propose a needs-
oriented, performance-based framework that reconceptualizes parties as
institutional actors accountable for democratic outcomes. Their Social
Needs-Based Party Typology shifts the analytical focus from declared
ideology to observable behavior and societal impact.

This framework is implemented through two complementary instru-
ments:

» The Social Needs-Based Party Performance Index (SNPPI), applied
to governing parties

» The Social Needs—Based Opposition Performance Index (SNOPI),
applied to opposition parties

Both indices assess party performance across seven foundational demo-
cratic domains, linking internal organizational practices to external out-
comes in institutional integrity, inclusion, accountability, and policy re-
sponsiveness.

Integrated with the Dual Seven Democratic Dimensions Index (Galifianes,
Bernhardt, and Klinkers 2025b), these instruments provide a systematic
way to assess whether parties contribute to or detract from democratic
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quality. The analytical shift is consequential: rather than asking what par-
ties claim to represent, it examines what they produce institutionally.

Within the broader framework of this book, these tools operationalize the
transition from normative theory to empirical assessment. They establish
criteria for linking the principled leadership introduced in Chapter 27 to
measurable organizational practices.

Reclaiming Parties as Institutions of Democratic Responsibility

If parties are central to democratic drift, they are equally central to demo-
cratic renewal. Reclaiming their institutional role requires deliberate
redesign across multiple dimensions.

First, candidate selection mechanisms must be restructured. Transparent
criteria, independent vetting, and participatory procedures can align
recruitment with democratic competence rather than with short-term
electoral advantage. This directly addresses the misalignment identified
in Chapter 27 between leadership norms and selection incentives.

Second, leadership formation must be institutionalized. Parties should
reinvest in political education to build capacity in constitutional reason-
ing, policy analysis, systems thinking, and ethical judgment. Democratic
competence cannot be assumed; it must be cultivated through structured
pathways.

Third, internal democracy must be strengthened. Deliberative forums,
meaningful member participation, and the protection of dissent enhance
organizational learning and resilience. As Nancy Rosenblum (2008) argues,
parties contribute to democracy not only by competing for power but
also by organizing disagreement in ways that sustain pluralism.

Fourth, accountability mechanisms must be both credible and enforceable.
Leaders who undermine democratic norms must face consequences—
even when they are electorally successful. Without them, organizational
incentives will continue to favor expediency over integrity.

These reforms are institutionally demanding. They challenge entrenched
hierarchies, disrupt established incentives, and may entail short-term
electoral costs. Yet without them, democratic renewal remains aspirational
rather than operational. As the preceding chapters have shown, leadership
quality is not exogenous; it is an institutional outcome.

Parties within the Democratic Ecosystem

While parties are central, they do not operate in isolation. They are
embedded in a broader democratic ecosystem that includes citizens, civil
society, the media, and public institutions. Organizational reform, though
necessary, is insufficient.

Democratic vitality ultimately depends on the interplay between institu-
tional structures and civic engagement. Parties can open or close pathways
for participation, but citizens must be willing and able to use them. Restor-
ing democratic agency, therefore, requires not only institutional redesign
but also the expansion of participatory capacity throughout society.

Conclusion: From Organizational Reform to Democratic Partici-
pation

Political parties occupy a critical juncture where leadership formation,
institutional design, and civic engagement converge. Through everyday
decisions—whom to select, whom to promote, whom to discipline—they
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shape both the composition of political leadership and the normative
trajectory of democratic systems.

If democratic drift begins with incremental deviations within party struc-
tures, democratic renewal must begin there as well. Reclaiming parties as
institutions of democratic responsibility is essential to restoring alignment
between political competition and democratic integrity.

Yet even reformed parties cannot, on their own, sustain democratic re-
newal. Reconstructing democratic capacity ultimately requires expanding
participation beyond periodic elections to more continuous, deliberative,
and inclusive forms of engagement.

The next chapter therefore extends the analysis beyond parties to the
broader civic sphere. It examines how democratic renewal depends not
only on institutional reform but also on the revitalization of participation
as an ongoing practice of collective self-government.
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From Participation to
Democratic Agency:
Deliberation, Co-Creation, and
the Reconstruction of Trust

If political parties structure the pathways through which leadership is
formed, democratic renewal ultimately rests on a broader, more foun-
dational condition: citizens' active exercise of agency. Leadership and
institutions can enable or constrain renewal, but democracy is sustained
only when citizens meaningfully participate in shaping their shared col-
lective life.

The argument developed across the preceding chapters—moving from
agency (Chapter 26), to leadership (Chapter 27), to party structures (Chap-
ter 28)—now reaches its systemic culmination. Democratic renewal re-
quires not only principled leaders and responsible parties but also citizens
capable of engaging as co-producers of governance rather than as periodic
selectors of representatives.

Yet in many contemporary democracies, participation remains institu-
tionally confined to a single, episodic act: voting. Authority is delegated
through elections, after which meaningful engagement largely recedes
until the next electoral cycle. While this minimalist model meets procedu-
ral definitions of democracy, it is insufficient to sustain legitimacy amid
complexity, interdependence, and rapid social change.

Voting remains indispensable. It enables peaceful transfers of power, ex-
presses popular sovereignty, and provides a mechanism for retrospective
accountability. However, its limitations are equally evident: it aggregates
preferences without revealing the reasoning behind them; it reduces mul-
tidimensional policy questions to simplified choices; and it offers limited
avenues for citizens to shape decisions between elections.

The result is a structural gap between citizens and the governance system.
Policies are perceived as distant and imposed, institutions grow insu-
lated from everyday concerns, and leaders increasingly rely on mediated
signals—polling, messaging, and strategic communication—rather than
sustained dialogue. Over time, this distance erodes trust and weakens the
relational foundations of democratic life.

Democratic renewal, therefore, requires reconceptualizing participation—
not as an episodic event but as an ongoing civic relationship grounded
in deliberation, co-creation, and institutionalized feedback. At its core is
the reconstruction of democratic agency: citizens' capacity to influence,
shape, and take responsibility for collective decisions.

Deliberation and the Formation of Democratic Judgment
One foundational pathway to deeper participation is deliberation.

Deliberative practices—such as citizens’ assemblies, participatory budget-
ing, and deliberative polling—create structured environments in which
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individuals engage with public issues through informed reflection rather
than immediate expression of preferences. Participants are exposed to
evidence, encounter diverse perspectives, and are encouraged to justify
their views in relation to others.

Empirical research demonstrates the transformative potential of these
processes. When citizens are given time, balanced information, and facili-
tation, their judgments tend to become more thoughtful, less polarized,
and more oriented toward the common good (Fishkin 2009). Deliberation
reveals capacities for reasoned judgment that remain largely latent in
conventional electoral mechanisms.

This insight is grounded in a broader theoretical tradition. Carole Pateman
(1970) argued that participation cultivates civic competence: democracy is
not only a system for aggregating preferences but also a process through
which individuals learn to exercise political judgment. Similarly, Jirgen
Habermas (1996) emphasized that democratic legitimacy depends on the
possibility of reasoned justification in an inclusive public sphere.

However, deliberation cannot be confined to isolated institutional inno-
vations. As Dryzek (2000) and Mansbridge et al. (2012) argue, legitimacy
emerges from a deliberative system—a distributed network of forums, in-
stitutions, media, and informal interactions that circulate public reasoning.
Formal deliberative bodies must therefore be embedded in this broader
system to exert meaningful influence over policy and governance.

Co-Creation and the Expansion of Democratic Practice

Deliberation deepens participation at the level of judgment, while co-
creation extends it into the domain of action.

In co-creative governance, citizens do not merely advise or evaluate
policies—they directly participate in designing, implementing, and adapt-
ing them. Public services are developed collaboratively; communities
engage in planning; and citizens contribute to problem-solving alongside
public officials.

Elinor Ostrom’s work on co-production offers a foundational insight:
public outcomes are often more effective and legitimate when users par-
ticipate in shaping them (Ostrom 1996). In this sense, governance becomes
polycentric—distributed across multiple actors and levels rather than con-
centrated within hierarchical authority structures.

Fung and Wright’s (2003) model of empowered participatory governance
further illustrates how such arrangements can be institutionalized. Par-
ticipation is linked to decision-making authority, embedded in iterative
processes, and supported by state structures rather than being external
to them. Citizens become active participants in governance rather than
passive observers.

More recent work highlights the epistemic dimension of such participa-
tion. Inclusive processes draw on the cognitive diversity of large groups,
often yielding more innovative and contextually grounded solutions than
those of closed decision-making elites (Landemore 2020). Participation
thus enhances both legitimacy and problem-solving capacity.

The implication is clear: participation must be consequential. Without a
tangible link to decision-making, engagement risks becoming symbolic,
thereby reinforcing rather than easing democratic disaffection.

Trust, Feedback, and the Institutionalization of Participation
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Participation is not only institutional but also relational. Trust is its pre-
condition.

Trust emerges when institutions demonstrate responsiveness, leaders
communicate transparently, and participation yields observable impact.
It erodes when engagement is perceived as performative, input is ignored,
or outcomes seem predetermined.

A recurring weakness in contemporary participatory initiatives is their
limited institutional integration. Citizens are invited to contribute, not
to influence; consultation substitutes for collaboration; and participation
functions as a legitimizing ritual rather than a transformative process.
Under such conditions, engagement risks deepening cynicism rather than
rebuilding trust.

For participation to contribute to democratic renewal, it must be embed-
ded in institutionalized feedback loops. Deliberative outputs must inform
policy decisions; co-creative processes must entail shared responsibility;
and outcomes must be communicated transparently. Participation must
not only occur—it must matter in ways that are visible and verifiable.

Inclusion, Equity, and the Distribution of Voice

Expanding participation also raises fundamental questions about inclu-
sion.

Citizens do not have equal resources, time, or confidence to participate in
public processes. Without intentional design, participatory mechanisms
risk amplifying existing inequalities by privileging already organized or
advantaged groups and marginalizing others.

Inclusive participation therefore requires deliberate institutional design:
proactive outreach, accessible formats, multilingual communication, and
support mechanisms, including compensation, childcare, and logistical
support. Process design must ensure balanced participation and prevent
domination by more articulate or better-resourced actors.

Equally important is cultivating civic capacity. Participation requires
competencies—critical reasoning, deliberative engagement, and the ability
to navigate disagreement constructively. Civic education must therefore
extend beyond institutional knowledge to include practical skills for
democratic agency. Participation is not merely a right; it is a learned
practice.

Participation and the Metrics of Democratic Performance

The expansion of participation also carries analytical implications. If
democratic renewal depends on citizen agency, participation must be in-
tegrated into the evaluative frameworks that assess democratic quality.

The metrics framework developed in earlier chapters—particularly the
Dual Seven Democratic Dimensions Index and the Social Needs-Based
Party Performance Indices—can be extended to explicitly incorporate
participatory dimensions. Participation should be measured not only
quantitatively (such as turnout) but also qualitatively, with attention to
the inclusiveness, deliberative quality, and institutional impact of citizen
engagement.

This implies developing indicators to assess the following:

» the accessibility and inclusiveness of participatory mechanisms
» the extent to which participation influences decision-making
» the integration of deliberative processes into institutional practice
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» the degree to which participation enhances trust and accountability

Such indicators bridge the gap between normative theory and empirical
assessment. They allow participation to be evaluated not as an aspirational
ideal but as an observable and measurable component of democratic
performance.

In this sense, participation is the third pillar of the broader evaluative
architecture outlined in this book: leadership quality (Chapter 27), party
performance (Chapter 28), and citizen engagement (Chapter 29) together
define the operational conditions for democratic renewal.

Leadership in a Participatory System

The expansion of participation also transforms leadership and gover-
nance.

Leaders can no longer operate primarily as decision-makers within hierar-
chical structures; they must increasingly serve as facilitators of collective
intelligence. Public officials must learn to integrate diverse inputs, navi-
gate uncertainty, and sustain dialogue and co-creation.

Institutions, in turn, must adapt to more iterative and interactive modes
of governance. Decision-making becomes less linear and more recursive,
incorporating feedback, revision, and continuous engagement.

These transformations introduce complexity. Participatory processes re-
quire time, resources, and institutional capacity. They may also generate
conflict and unpredictability. Yet their benefits are substantial: enhanced
legitimacy, improved policy responsiveness, strengthened social cohesion,
and the rebuilding of trust.

Most importantly, they restore democratic agency. When citizens see
themselves as contributors rather than spectators, democratic systems
become more resilient.

Conclusion: Participation as the Practice of Democracy

Democracy cannot be sustained by leaders and parties alone. It is enacted
through citizens' everyday practices: listening, reasoning, contesting,
and collaborating in the shared task of self-government. Participation
beyond voting is therefore not an optional supplement to democracys; it
is a constitutive condition.

At the same time, expanded participation introduces a complementary
challenge. As governance becomes more distributed and interactive, en-
suring accountability grows more complex. Authority is shared across
actors and levels, making responsibility harder to trace and assess.

The next chapter addresses this challenge. It examines how democratic sys-
tems can sustain accountability amid complexity and extends the metrics
framework developed in this book toward more systematic approaches
to evaluating responsibility, performance, and institutional integrity.

143



Accountability in Complex
Democracies: From Electoral
Control to Systemic Democratic
Performance

The preceding chapters have built a cumulative argument: democratic
resilience depends on the interplay among principled leadership, respon-
sible party organization, and meaningful citizen participation. Yet these
dimensions, while necessary, are not self-sustaining. Their coherence
depends on a fourth element that both connects and disciplines them—
accountability.

Accountability is the mechanism through which democratic agency is
translated into responsibility. It links participation to consequences, au-
thority to justification, and decision-making to evaluation. Without it,
leadership risks insulation, participation becomes expressive rather than
consequential, and institutions drift from the public purposes they are
meant to serve. In this sense, accountability is not an auxiliary attribute
of democracy but the condition that renders its core components effective
(Bovens 1998; Schedler 1999).

From Electoral Accountability to Systemic Complexity

Classical democratic theory conceived of accountability as a relatively
linear relationship: citizens elect representatives, who govern, and elec-
tions provide periodic opportunities for reward or sanction. This model
presupposes a clear chain linking decisions, outcomes, and responsibil-
ity.

In contemporary democracies, this assumption no longer holds.

Governance now unfolds within dense, multi-level institutional environ-
ments in which authority is distributed among ministries, regulatory
agencies, independent bodies, private contractors, international organi-
zations, and civil society actors. Decision-making is rarely centralized,
implementation is often delegated, and policy outcomes emerge from
interactions among multiple actors operating under different mandates
and constraints.

As a result, the relationship between authority and responsibility becomes
increasingly difficult to trace. Citizens experience the effects of policies
without being able to clearly identify who is responsible. The traditional
model of electoral accountability, while still indispensable, no longer
aligns with the structure of contemporary governance.

This transformation has been widely documented. Institutional com-
plexity disperses responsibility (Bovens 1998); networked governance
expands participation while weakening democratic steering (Papadopou-
los 2013); and decentered approaches highlight the fragmentation of
authority across overlapping practices and traditions (Bevir 2010). In this
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context, accountability does not disappear—it becomes more demanding
and harder to sustain.

The Diffusion of Responsibility

The most immediate consequence of this transformation is the diffusion
of responsibility.

In traditional models, governments formulate policies, citizens observe
outcomes, and elections serve as a mechanism for judgment. Political
parties offer competing programs, enabling voters to attribute success or
failure with relative clarity.

In complex governance systems, outcomes depend on multi-level coordi-
nation, shared implementation, and external constraints. Responsibilities
overlap across institutions and jurisdictions, and the causal chains linking
decisions to outcomes grow longer and less transparent. Governments
may attribute failures to agencies or to external pressures; agencies may
cite legal or resource constraints; and international dependencies further
complicate attribution.

This diffusion weakens the visibility of accountability. Citizens may per-
ceive dissatisfaction without being able to assign responsibility, thereby
undermining the corrective capacity of democratic processes.

Theoretical responses have sought to address this problem. Horizontal ac-
countability emphasizes the role of autonomous institutions in constrain-
ing power (O’Donnell 1998), while the distinction between answerability
and enforcement clarifies that accountability requires both justification
and consequences (Schedler 1999). Yet in complex systems, both dimen-
sions are strained, widening the gap between the exercise of power and
its effective scrutiny.

Beyond Ideology: Rethinking Democratic Evaluation

Despite these transformations, democratic competition remains largely
framed in ideological terms. While such distinctions remain relevant, they
offer only limited insight into the quality of democratic governance.

Governments across the ideological spectrum may weaken institutional
safeguards, just as ideologically diverse actors may strengthen them.
Therefore, ideological positioning is an unreliable proxy for democratic
performance.

This limitation reinforces the shift developed throughout this book: from
evaluating political actors by identity and intention to assessing them
by institutional conduct and societal outcomes (Galifianes and Klinkers
2026a). Earlier chapters have shown that party structures shape leadership
behavior (Galifianes and Klinkers 2026c¢) and that participation must be
evaluated by its substantive impact.

This broader perspective can be synthesized into an integrated framework
for democratic renewal (see Figure 30.1).

(Conceptual diagrams may depict these relationships as bidirectional or
mutually reinforcing. Although such representations can seem abstract,
they aim to capture the interactive nature of democratic systems, in
which influence does not flow in a single direction but emerges through
continuous feedback among actors and institutions.)

Within this framework, agency is the foundational human capacity un-
derpinning all democratic action; leadership, political parties, and partici-
pation are its institutional expressions; and accountability—supported by
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ACCOUNTABILITY
(Civic Accountability/Quarta Politica)

PARTIES

=) (Structuring of
Leadership)

AGENCY
(Human Capacity)

Figure 30.1.: The Architecture of Democratic Renewal: Democratic renewal can be understood as a system of interdependent
dimensions. Agency, here, refers not to an institution but to the fundamental human capacity of individuals and citizens to act, make
judgments, and influence collective outcomes. It is therefore closely related to “the people” but emphasizes their active role rather than
their passive status as a collective body. Leadership expresses this capacity within positions of authority, while political parties structure
its selection and institutionalization. Participation extends agency across the citizenry through ongoing engagement in governance.
Accountability serves as the integrating and regulating mechanism, aligning these dimensions by evaluating performance and ensuring
responsiveness to democratic principles. Democratic resilience depends on the continuous interaction and mutual reinforcement of these
components.

PARTICIPATION
(Citizen Engagement)

LEADERSHIP
(Principled Leadership)

mechanisms such as electoral oversight, institutional checks, and emerg-
ing forms of civic evaluation—ensures that these expressions align with
democratic principles.

Accountability as a Systemic Architecture

In complex democracies, accountability must be understood as a system
of interacting mechanisms rather than as a single institutional process.

This system spans multiple domains: electoral accountability, institutional
oversight, societal scrutiny, and participatory evaluation. Each addresses
a distinct aspect of political power; none is sufficient on its own. Together,
they form a distributed architecture that makes governance visible, evalu-
able, and contestable.

Within this architecture, performance measurement has become increas-
ingly prominent. Indicators, audits, and transparency mechanisms aim to
render administrative activity observable (Hood 2006). Yet measurement
alone does not ensure accountability. Indicators may oversimplify com-
plex realities or incentivize superficial compliance. The central challenge
is aligning measurement with democratic values and societal outcomes.

Reconstructing Accountability Through Democratic Metrics

The evaluative frameworks developed in this book address this challenge
by connecting measurement to democratic substance.

By integrating leadership quality, party organization, and participatory
capacity into a coherent framework, this approach enables systematic as-
sessment of democratic performance (Galifianes, Bernhardt, and Klinkers
2025b; Galinanes and Klinkers 2026¢). Accountability thus emerges as a
continuous process rather than a reactive mechanism.
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This approach restores clarity to complex governance systems and shifts
democratic scrutiny from episodic judgment to ongoing evaluation and
institutional learning.

Participation, Evaluation, and Democratic Control

Accountability cannot function without active citizen engagement, yet
participation alone is insufficient.

Citizens must be able not only to express preferences but also to assess
whether outcomes align with democratic commitments. This requires
transparency, access to information, and interpretive frameworks that
make complexity intelligible (Papadopoulos 2013).

Participation and accountability are therefore mutually reinforcing. Par-
ticipation provides input, while accountability ensures that input carries
consequences. Their interaction constitutes the core of democratic con-
trol.

The Ethical Foundations of Accountability

Institutional mechanisms alone cannot sustain accountability. Their ef-
fectiveness depends on normative commitments.

Political actors must accept the legitimacy of scrutiny and the obliga-
tion to justify their actions; citizens must demand such justification; and
institutions must safeguard the conditions for scrutiny. Accountability,
therefore, is not only a technical arrangement but also a normative rela-
tionship between authority and the public (Bovens 1998).

Conclusion: Toward a Coherent System of Democratic Responsi-
bility
In complex democracies, accountability cannot be reduced to elections or

ideological competition. It must be understood as a systemic architecture
that integrates leadership, parties, participation, and evaluation.

Leadership defines the quality of political agency; parties structure its
organization; participation extends its reach; and accountability ensures
its alignment with democratic principles.

Democratic renewal depends on the interplay among these dimensions.
Accountability, in this integrated sense, is not a final step but a continu-
ous condition—one that renders power visible, evaluable, and ultimately
answerable to the citizens from whom it derives its legitimacy.
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Epilogue: Democracy in an Age
of Transformation: Renewal
Under Conditions of
Uncertainty

The argument developed in this book is grounded in a structural diagnosis:
democratic systems are not collapsing in a single moment of rupture but
are evolving under sustained pressure—often in ways that weaken their
capacity to fulfill their foundational promise of collective self-government.
This epilogue situates that diagnosis within the broader transformations
shaping the present historical moment.

Democracy today operates in a landscape of unprecedented interdepen-
dence and accelerating change. Three developments are particularly con-
sequential: the rise of artificial intelligence and digital governance, the
intensification of the ecological crisis, and the global spread of democratic
backsliding. Each challenges not only the effectiveness of democratic insti-
tutions but also the underlying assumptions about authority, participation,
and accountability.

Artificial Intelligence and the Reconfiguration of Governance

Advances in artificial intelligence are transforming how decisions are
made, implemented, and evaluated. Algorithmic systems increasingly
shape public administration, economic allocation, security practices, and
even political communication. These technologies promise efficiency and
predictive power, yet they also pose new risks: opacity, bias, concentration
of power, and the displacement of human judgment.

Democratic governance has historically relied on the transparency of
decision-making processes and the possibility of public justification. Al
systems complicate both. Decisions may be generated by complex models
that resist explanation, while responsibility becomes diffused among
developers, institutions, and users.

This transformation reinforces a central argument of this book: account-
ability must evolve alongside governance. Performance-based frameworks
and institutional oversight must extend to algorithmic systems, ensuring
that technological power remains subject to democratic evaluation. At
the same time, leadership acquires an expanded dimension—requiring
not only ethical judgment in traditional political domains but also the
capacity to govern technological infrastructure in ways consistent with
democratic principles.

The challenge, therefore, is not to resist technological change but to embed
it in a democratic architecture that safeguards agency, transparency, and
responsibility.

Climate Governance and the Limits of Short-Term Politics

The climate crisis reveals a second structural tension: the misalignment
between long-term collective risks and short-term political incentives.
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Democratic systems are often organized around electoral cycles, immedi-
ate responsiveness, and territorially bounded constituencies. By contrast,
climate change unfolds over generations, transcends national borders,
and requires sustained coordination amid uncertainty.

This mismatch strains all dimensions of the democratic architecture out-
lined in this book. Leadership must navigate trade-offs between present
costs and future benefits; political parties must articulate credible long-
term strategies in competitive environments; participation must extend
to deliberative processes that engage with complex scientific knowledge;
and accountability mechanisms must incorporate temporal horizons that
extend beyond electoral cycles.

As Elinor Ostrom (2010) argued, effective responses to global environ-
mental challenges require polycentric governance systems—networks
of institutions operating at multiple levels that enable experimentation,
learning, and coordination. These systems depend fundamentally on trust,
cooperation, and shared responsibility.

Climate governance thus illustrates both the limits of current democratic
arrangements and the need to renew them. It calls for a democracy capable
not only of representing present preferences but also of safeguarding the
future conditions of collective life.

Democratic Backsliding and the Normalization of Erosion

A third defining trend is the global spread of democratic backsliding.
Across diverse contexts, elected governments have weakened institutional
constraints, curtailed media pluralism, and eroded the independence of
judicial and oversight bodies—often through formally legal means.

This pattern confirms a central insight developed throughout the book:
democratic erosion rarely results from an abrupt breakdown. It proceeds
incrementally, through the accumulation of decisions that normalize
deviations from democratic norms (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018).

What distinguishes the current moment is not only the frequency of such
developments but also their normalization in political discourse. Practices
once widely contested are increasingly justified as necessary responses
to polarization, insecurity, or external threats.

This normalization underscores the importance of the architecture of
renewal proposed in Part VI. When leadership lacks a principled orien-
tation, parties fail to exercise their gatekeeping functions, participation
becomes fragmented, and accountability mechanisms weaken, thereby
accelerating democratic drift. Conversely, when these dimensions are
reinforced, democratic systems retain the capacity to resist and reverse
such trajectories.

Renewal as an Ongoing Practice

Taken together, these developments point to a common conclusion: democ-
racy is being tested not only at the institutional level but also at its core
logic.

Artificial intelligence challenges the relationship between human agency
and decision-making. Climate change challenges the temporal and spatial
boundaries of democratic responsibility. Democratic backsliding chal-
lenges the resilience of norms and institutions under pressure.

These are not isolated phenomena; they are manifestations of a broader
transformation in governance.
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The response cannot be a return to past models. The institutional arrange-
ments of the twentieth century, though foundational, are insufficient to
address the complexity, scale, and interdependence of today's challenges.
Democratic renewal must therefore be adaptive—integrating new forms
of knowledge, participation, and accountability while preserving the core
principles of legitimacy.

This reinforces the central conclusion of this book: democracy must
be understood not as a static system but as a dynamic practice—one
that requires ongoing alignment among agency, leadership, institutions,
participation, and accountability.

A Final Reflection

The future of democracy will not be determined solely by constitutional
design or institutional reform. It will be shaped by how societies respond
to the pressures and possibilities of transformation—whether technologi-
cal power is democratized or concentrated, whether long-term collective
goods are protected or deferred, and whether institutional erosion is
normalized or resisted.

These outcomes are not predetermined. They depend on choices—made
by leaders, shaped by parties, enacted by citizens, and evaluated by ac-
countability systems.

In this sense, the central question that animates this book remains open:
what does it mean to govern in the people's name amid profound change?

The answer lies not in any single reform but in the capacity to sustain a
democratic architecture that can adapt without abandoning—preserving
the fundamental principle that political power, however complex its exer-
cise, must remain accountable to those in whose name it is exercised.

Democracy endures not because it is self-sustaining but because it is
continually renewed.
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