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Exceptional Pragmatism 
 
 

ABSTRACT 

 

The role of mass media in exceptional moments of attentiveness to political 

matters by ordinary citizens, like in times of crisis, can show that deliberative 

democracy and elite democracy theories are complementary explanations of political 

processes. In other words, deliberative and elite democracies are not necessarily 

opposite concepts, as argued by advocates on both sides. In order to achieve such an 

understanding, this paper deconstructs deliberative and elite democracy theories, 

focusing on the discussions between Richard Posner on the elite side and James 

Fishkin on the deliberative side. This deconstruction allows for a reconstruction of the 

ritual role of media (Couldry) in a world risk society (Beck) and the proposal of a new 

format for deliberation through mass media on a global level. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Can political deliberation, as conceived by deliberative democrats such as 

James Fishkin, be taken to a global level?  

 

This is the original question of this paper. In order to answer it, I had to 

research the problems and limits of  deliberative democracy theory, confronting it to 

the elite democracy theory, its great competitor. Therefore the research led me far 

beyond the original scope of the initial question. The conclusions of the research 

suggested that the concepts of elite and deliberative democracy may be 

complementary rather than opposed and that the mass media are key to understand 

this complementarity. 

 

The discussion presented here is purely theoretical. However, it is quite 

pragmatic, since it has a practical outcome: the construction of a format for a 

worldwide deliberative practice through mass media. I have also conducted a small 
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empirical experiment. The experiment was based on a deliberative practice known as 

deliberative poll. By including features not present in deliberative polls, as will be 

explained, the experiment helps to frame theoretical questions about deliberative 

democracy. Filling a gap in the literature on deliberative democracy, I also argue that 

it is possible to read deliberative practices as rituals. It is such a reading –associated 

with the role of mass media in moments of crisis– that allows for the understanding of 

deliberative and elite theories of democracy as complementary. 

 

 

In chapter 1, I discuss why deliberative polls were chosen as the main 

deliberative practice for the research (part A). I then discuss the most comprehensive 

recent attack on deliberative democracy, made by Richard Posner. Posner says that 

there are three pre-conditions set by deliberative democrats which are never met in 

society: knowledge, attention and public-spiritedness. I discuss each one of them in 

relation to deliberative polls. I show that meeting the condition of knowledge is 

indeed a problem. However, I  suggest that attention and public-spiritedness might be 

achieved (part B).  

 

In chapter 2, I show that elite democracy is an idealised construction, as much 

as deliberative democracy (part A). Based on this discussion I show that deliberative 

democracy and elite democracy can be understood as complementary. Such 

complementarity allows for a new understanding of social integration –one that 

avoids the problems of the concept of mechanical solidarity as developed by 

Durkheim (part B). This new understanding of social integration is then connected to 

the concept of a global risk society (part C).  

 

In chapter 3, I discuss the roles left for deliberative practices within this new 

understanding of social integration. One of these roles corresponds to the proposal of  

a new deliberative practice through mass media on a global level, inspired by 

deliberative polls, but respecting their limitations. This proposal is related to the 

original question of the paper: can political deliberation be taken to a global level? 
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CHAPTER 1 – PART A  

The choice of deliberative polls 

 

Discussing the obsolescence of our political institutions in a world f illed with 

globalised environmental threats, Peter Laslett proposes to take deliberation to a 

global level: 

 

“Providing that the myriad linguistic and organisational problems were resolved, there 

could conceivably exist something li ke a notional world assembly, so to speak, of 

participating persons, deliberating not as citizens of nation-states in contact with each 

other, but as members of the whole order of humans. That assemblage, were it ever to 

come into existence, would be intermittent, lasting no longer on any occasion than a 

television programme broadcast and received quite l iterally worldwide.”  (Laslett, 

2003:221) 

 

Laslett specifically refers to Fishkin’s deliberative polls (Fishkin, 1992, 1995, 

2000, 2002, McLean et al., 2000, Brady et al., 2003, Farrar et al., 2003, Iyengar et al., 

2003a, Iyengar et al., 2003b, Fishkin et al., 2004) as the model for such a global 

deliberation. The most important reason for this choice is the fact that deliberative 

polls are alleged to to be able to generalise the effects of deliberative democracy to a 

whole society (such as a nation-state), from a sample of just a few hundred people. 

This is also connected to the choice of deliberative polls as the main deliberative 

practice discussed in this research. Such a capacity of generalisation could allow, in 

theory, for the use of deliberative polls on a global level.  

 

Deliberative democracy admits many different strategies. The practices 

attempt to enhance political participation through deliberation as, for instance, in 

Citizen Juries (Armour 1995, Crosby, 1995, Hörning, 1999, Smith et al., 1999), study 

circles (Leighninger et al., 1998), the National Issues Forums (Mathews, 1994; Gastil 

et. al., 1999), the National Issues Convention (Fishkin et al., 1999), and American 

Talk Issues (2004a*). Sometimes these practices count with the direct involvement of 

governments, as in the case of neighbourhood councils such as Neighborhood 

Governance Councils in Chicago (Fung et. al, 2003) or Citizen Summits (2004b*). 

Other practices have a specific focus, such as technology development or what has 
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been called Constructive Technology Assessment (Schot, 1998), as for instance in the 

Consensus Conferences (2004c* , Joss et al., 1995, Guston 1999) or other non-expert 

citizens participation in the development of technology (Trigg et al., 1994). Other 

more specific practices include deliberations and local participation in the protection 

of the environment, such as Habitat Conservation Planning under the Endangered 

Species Act (Hood, 2004) or the direct involvement in managing public resources, 

such as the Participatory Budget of Porto Alegre (Action Learning Team, 2004) or the 

Oregon Health Plan (2004f* ). 

 

The choice of deliberative polls as the main strategy of deliberative democracy 

to be discussed in this research is not based on a disregard for the many deliberative 

practices available today, but on the fact that none of the other practices claim to be 

able to achieve the whole of society –as deliberative polls do1. Besides being more 

appropriate to deal with the question of deliberation at a global level, the discussion of 

deliberative polls in such a context can also lead to a few important conclusions to 

local deliberative practices.  

 

Introducing deliberative polls 

 

Fishkin has been developing the concept and the practice of deliberative polls 

for more than ten years now. Although many details have changed, the bulk of the 

project has stayed the same. The idea is simple: 

 

“Every aspect of the process is designed to facil itate i nformed and balanced discussion. 

After taking an initial survey, participants are invited for a weekend of face to face 

deliberation; they are given carefully balanced and vetted briefing materials to provide an 

initial basis for dialogue. They are randomly assigned to small groups for discussions 

with trained moderators, and encouraged to ask questions arising from the small group 

discussions to competing experts and politicians in larger plenary sessions. The 

moderators attempt to establish an atmosphere where participants l isten to each other and 

                                                 
1 There is another deliberative practice that claims to be able to reach the whole society. It is called 
Televote and it is mostly done through the telephone. However, the idea of generalisation to society 
behind this experiment is quite different from the general idea of democratic theory i n general. It is 
based on what Slaton (1992) has called “quantum politics” , i.e. the idea that politics is done through the 
micro-relations amongst individuals and thus has to be generalised through these networks of inter-
personal contacts. I am proposing to discuss the broader opposition between the most accepted 
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no one is permitted to dominate the discussion. At the end of the weekend, participants 

take the same confidential questionnaire as on first contact and the resulti ng judgements 

in the final questionnaire are usually broadcast along with edited proceedings of the 

discussions throughout the weekend. In every case thus far, the weekend microcosm has 

been highly representative, both attitudinally and demographically, as compared to the 

entire baseline survey and to census data about the population. In every case thus far, 

there have also been a number of large and statistically significant changes of opinion 

over the weekend. Considered judgements are often di fferent from the top of the head 

attitudes solicited by conventional polls.”  (Fishkin, 2002:18) 

 

The reactions to deliberative polls vary considerably. Fishkin’ s experiments 

have been considered to be “ the most ambitious approach to date of estimating 

informed opinion”  as a result of deliberation (Sturgis et. al, 2003:3). At the same time, 

a House of the Lords report, for instance, treats it as just another one of the many 

options for public consultation, in fact “ a fairly crude, one-off market research 

exercise”  (2000*). Yet deliberative polls are one of the favourite targets of Richard 

Posner’s attacks in his recent criticism of deliberative democracy.  

 

From the very beginning, deliberative polls were designed to explore media’s 

potential –initially TV, more recently also the Internet– to “ infuse representative 

democracy with new life” . They were not meant to replace democracy’s ordinary 

mechanisms, but to bring “ new forms of public deliberation”  or “ a televised 

demonstration of an alternative democratic model”  (Fishkin, 1992).  

 

In fact, Fishkin’s idea seems to have been originally influenced by initiatives 

from Granada TV in Britain (the programme “ Granada 500” ) and the Jefferson 

Institute in the USA (which had been running the “ Citizen Juries”  since 1974). The 

great difference, according to Fishkin, is that, unlike deliberative polls, these two 

earlier initiatives were not “ statistically representative of the entire population, as a 

full-scale random sample would be”  (Fishkin, 1992). Random samples would, in 

theory, allow for the generalisation of the experience2.  

                                                                                                                                            
competing democratic models (elite and deliberative), and therefore will not i nclude “quantum politics”  
in the discussion. 
2 Random samples, as originally applied to conventional public opinion polls by George Gallup and 
Elmo Roper, imply that spontaneous opinions given by respondents can be generalised to the 
population from which the opinions were collected, given a sample of at least a few hundred people 
(Holli, 2002). 
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CHAPTER 1 – PART B 

Elite democracy against deliberative democracy 

 

A few years ago, the term deliberation was obscure. Today, however, as Gastil 

puts it, “ the word has become ubiquitous”  (2000:357). With ubiquity came also new 

attacks: 

 

“ ‘Democracy’  as we know by now, is a word of many meanings. But as far as political 

democracy is concerned, two predominate in theoretical analysis … The first, which I 

call ‘Concept 1 democracy’  –a term intended to denote the loftier versions of 

‘ deliberative democracy’– … can be described as idealistic, theoretical, and top-down. 

The second, ‘Concept 2 democracy’  –an approximation to Joseph Schumpeter’ s theory 

of ‘ elite democracy’– is realistic, cynical, and bottom-up; my preferred term for it is, of 

course, pragmatic.”  (Posner, 2003:130) 

 

Posner says that deliberative democracy is top-down, in other words, it leads 

to “ nondemocratic modes of governance”  (2003:159) rather than more participation.  

 

“The theorist of deliberative democracy prescribes conditions of knowledge, attention, 

and public-spiritedness that the people cannot or will not satisfy in their political l ife. 

And so he is tempted to give up on the people and embrace rule by experts, judicial or 

bureaucratic, whom he deems capable of deliberation –experts much like himself [i.e. 

academics]”  (Posner, 2003:157) 

 

The elite version of democracy, on the contrary, would be able to put the voice 

of people into action, even though through indirect ways3. According to Posner, the 

elite democrat is an “ everyday pragmatist” . In many ways, everyday pragmatism can 

be understood as “common sense” 4. This pragmatism is therefore the opposite of the 

supposed idealism of deliberative democracy, i.e. the false expectation that people can 

meet the conditions of knowledge, attention and public-spiritedness. This makes 

                                                 
3 As a continuation of Schumpeter’ s theory, Concept 2 (elite democracy) “ models the democratic 
process as a competitive power struggle among members of a political elite (not to be confused with a 
moral or intellectual elite) for the electoral support of the masses”  (Posner, 2003:130). 
4 Everyday pragmatism disti nguishes itself from philosophical pragmatism, although keeping a 
connection: “The everyday pragmatist uses common sense to resolve problems; the pragmatist 
philosopher explains why this is a sensible procedure”  (Posner, 2003:52). 
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Posner say that elite democracy is a “ more accurate description of American 

democracy”  (2003:130).  

 

Using deliberative polls as a test case, I will address the three pre-conditions 

for deliberative democracy described by Posner in order to investigate if they can 

indeed be met or not. I  will start with the condition of knowledge –in other words, the 

idea that people must have a certain amount of information in order to deliberate 

properly. 

 

Conditions of knowledge: the problem of the centrality of infor mation in 

deliberative polls 

 

In a recent paper, Fishkin and collaborators clearly admit many of the 

problems in deliberative polls (2004:20). One of the problems open to debate is the 

centrality of information (or knowledge) in the deliberative process. Fishkin insists 

that there is empirical evidence showing that “ by and large, the preference changes 

are information-driven, in the sense that it is the participants who emerge knowing the 

most who disproportionately account for the net change [of opinions] in the sample as 

a whole”  (Fishkin et al., 2004b:13).  

 

I have conducted a small experiment with a group of Master students from the 

London School of Economics and Political Sciences and Chevening Scholars5. I used 

a few of the questions that were applied by Fishkin in the January 2003 Deliberative 

Poll on the US role in Iraq and the war on terror (2003a*, see also appendices 1 and 

2). The f irst part of my experiment was designed to help the theoretical investigation 

of the centrality of information in the deliberative process.  

 

This specif ic deliberative poll was chosen because of the salience of its topic. 

The salience of the topic, together with the fact that only (supposedly) very well-

informed participants were selected to my experiment should produce almost no 

change in opinions, despite the fact that the sample was not statistically representative 

                                                 
5 Chevening Scholars are students selected by the Foreign Common Office and the British Council  
from all over the world to study in British universities sponsored by the British Foreign Common 
Office. 
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of any population. Almost no change in opinion should happen because the centrality 

of information in deliberative polls implies that once well-informed, people should 

have a more solid opinion. Furthermore, well-informed opinions and salience of the 

topic of debate may be connected. As Fishkin says: 

 

“Previous Deliberative Polls have tended to show smaller net changes of preference and 

smaller increases in single-peakedness when the issue is more salient, and the 

participants consequently begin with more firmly rooted and more highly structured 

preferences.”  (Farrar et al., 2003:17) 

 

The problem with salient issues in deliberative polls is that people do not 

change opinions, or their opinions seem to change less. Change of opinions is the 

great attraction of deliberative polls, which are based on the idea that people need to 

be given proper opportunities to deliberate in order to achieve well-informed 

opinions. Against the idea that ordinary citizens might not need deliberation to be 

well-informed, Fishkin and collaborators say: 

 

“Sustained, substantive, and balanced coverage of policy issues in widely consumed 

media is a rarity, and even then many readers and viewers may pay little attention or 

absorb mainl y material they already agree with”  (Farrar et al., 2003:21).  

 

However, such a defence seems to be insufficient, as will be discussed. 

 

The fir st par t of the exper iment: testing changes of opinions of well-

infor med people on a salient topic 

 

Eleven of the twelve participants of the discussions about Iraq did change their 

opinions in at least one of the five questions (the average change was 1.75 questions 

per participant). But the changes were very small.  

 

Indeed, change in opinions by single individuals might not mean much in 

terms of real collective change in opinions. This is what Fishkin has in mind when he 

says that more than just changing opinions, deliberative polls usually show “ some 

statistically signif icant net change as well”  (Fiskin et al., 2004b:12). In other words, 

opinions tend to change in recognisable directions, instead of changing randomly, 
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cancelling each other out in the final count. This was the case in my experiment, 

where despite the individual changes, the final count showed not much difference in 

relation to the initial opinions. 

 

However, unlike deliberative polls, I repeated the questionnaire not only 

immediately after the discussion, but also a third time six weeks after the discussions, 

and the opinions kept changing. Also differently from deliberative polls, the control 

group (which did not take part in the discussions) answered a second questionnaire 

and they too changed opinions, even more so than those participating in the 

discussions (see appendix 3).  

 

The problem identified by my experiment is that, despite the fact that changes 

in opinions might indeed be small when people are well-informed and the issue is 

salient, it is diff icult to establish how much opinions will keep changing in the long 

run. If deliberative polls correspond to a snapshot of opinions under the influence of 

the debates (and information gains, according to Fishkin), how much more credible 

(or how much ‘ truer’ ) are these final opinions than “ top-of-the-head”  opinions? It is 

rather curious, to say the least, that deliberative polls, which are so carefully planned 

and involve incredible efforts for their execution do not investigate what happens to 

opinions some time after the discussions. 

 

This is precisely one of the factors that makes Posner say that there is an act of 

bad faith behind deliberative practices: 

 

“ I have difficulty suppressing the uncharitable thought that there may be an element of 

bad faith i n the deliberative-democracy movement generally (I do not mean in Ackerman 

and Fishkin particularly). I think that what motivates many deliberative democrats is not 

a love of democracy or a faith i n the people, but a desire to change specific political 

outcomes, which they believe they could do through argument, if onl y anyone could be 

persuaded to l isten, because they are masters of argumentation.”  (Posner, 2004) 

 

As Ryan says, “ Posner©s take on the matter is that the enthusiasts for 

deliberative democracy want to substitute the moral prejudices of professors for the 

wishes of the plain man or the slightly less plain politician”  (Ryan, 2003:20). In other 
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words, it is just a pressure to put one kind of prejudice (academic) in the place of 

another (ordinary citizens’  and politicians’ ).  

 

It could be argued, contrary to the assumption in my experiment, that the 

participants were not really well-informed after all. But that is precisely the point of  

the experiment. The problem is not if people are well-informed or not. The problem is 

the very centrality of information in deliberative polls, as suggested by Posner, 

reinforced by the fact that opinions might keep changing, as suggested by my 

experiment. Indeed, as Weissberg says: 

 

“Pollsters are unlikely to succeed where schools (even colleges) routinely fall short. … 

To expect sudden curiosity and attentiveness to public affairs is unrealistic. Ironically, 

those academics so casually optimistic about upgrading ordinary citizen awareness often 

despair at their students’  (often at elite schools) underwhelming abil ity to grasp 

sophisticated policy analysis”  (Weissberg, 2001:13). 

 

Weissberg refers, more specif ically, to a lack of “ curiosity and attentiveness”  

or a lack of “ awareness”  in relation to “ public affairs”  (2001:13) present not only 

among ordinary citizens, but also among the intellectual elite. This takes us to the 

second never achieved pre-condition for deliberative democracy according to Posner: 

attention.  

 

Conditions of attention in deliberative polls and conditions of attention in 

elite democracy in times of cr isis 

 

If deliberative polls conf irm the problem of meeting the conditions of 

knowledge, they show, on the contrary, that sudden attentiveness to political matters 

by ordinary people is possible. People do come together to deliberate about certain 

political matters during deliberative polls.  

 

Posner also concedes that there can be exceptional moments of interest in 

political matters: as he says, the masses can become attentive in times of crisis6. I 

                                                 
6 According to Posner, Concept 2 democracy (elite democracy) assumes that people are not “actuated 
to any great extent by motives other than self-interest i n a narrow sense” , and that the masses are 
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would like to suggest that there is a relationship between the attention created in 

moments of crisis and the attention created by deliberative polls. In fact, this 

relationship is also directly connected to Posner’s idea of everyday pragmatism, since 

it is precisely during moments of crisis that pragmatism should speak loudest. Indeed, 

his discussion starts with the following statement: 

 

“First there was the investigation and impeachment of President Clinton, and people said, 

yes, he’s a crook but he’s been an effective President and we should be pragmatic and 

offset his effectiveness against his misbehaviour. Than came Bush v. Gore, where the 

Supreme Court handed George W. Bush the Presidency, and people said … that the 

Court had acted out of an excess of pragmatism … Finally there was September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks and in their wake people began to say civil l iberties would be bend to 

pragmatic concerns about public safety”  (Posner, 2003:1) 

 

Posner goes on to show how pragmatism is justif ied even in the cases of the 

Court’s decision of Bush’s election or of the decrease in civil liberties after September 

11, despite the resistance that might exist in society against such ‘pragmatic’  

responses.  

 

I will now show the connection between attention and the last pre-condition 

for deliberative democracy: public-spiritedness (which Posner also calls civic-

mindedness). I will do that before discussing the meaning of pragmatism and 

exceptional attention in times of crisis (and their relationship with attention in 

deliberative polls), precisely because, as I will suggest, attention and public-

spiritedness may come together. 

 

Publicity: the relationship between attention and public-spir itedness 

 

Posner says that the voting process through the secret ballot is a good example 

of the difficulties of achieving attention and thus practising deliberative democracy 

(i.e. Concept 1 democracy): 

 

                                                                                                                                            
“poorly informed about, and except in times of crisis l ittle interested in, political matters”  (Posner, 
2003:130). The italics are mine. 
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“There is sti ll  more to feed the pessimism of a Concept 1 democrat confronting our 

actual existing democracy [elite democracy, according to Posner]. Voters hide behind the 

secret ballot, which though essential to prevent i ntimidation and fraud is a recipe for 

irresponsibil ity, as deliberative democrats such as John Stuart Mill argued. … With so 

little at stake for the individual voter, who cannot expect actually to swing the election by 

his vote or even to be blamed for voting the wrong way (for his vote is secret), he is prey 

to all those cognitive quirks that psychologists are busy documenting in their 

experimental subjects.”  (Posner, 2003:152) 

 

It is impossible to properly refer to Mill’s idea of open vote (which is what he 

opposes to the secret ballot) without understanding the importance of the concept of 

publicity7 for the utilitarians and philosophers of the Enlightenment in general.  

 

“The state opens itself up via publicity, and the people respond with public opinion”  

(Peters, 1993:549).  

 

“The ‘ sanction’  of public opinion would make a society of transparent hearts and good 

acts. For these theorists [Bentham and John Stuart Mill, i.e. uti l i tarians] publicity fi l ls the 

vacuum of moral education once fi l led by religion.”  (Peters, 1993:550) 

 

The Enlightenment concept of publicity is at the heart of the idea of 

deliberation. Publicity allows us to understand how the pre-conditions of attention and 

public-spiritedness are intimately connected.  

 

John Stuart Mill was the only prominent utilitarian to defend the advantages of 

open vote in opposition to the secret ballot. The negative effects of secret ballot are 

(and were) quite well known (intimidation of voters and fraud being the strongest 

ones). Nevertheless, the choice of the secret ballot is not a self-evident one. In fact, 

what seems to be self-evident is the relationship between open vote and the idea of 

deliberative democracy, as a form of public deliberation. 

 

“The spirit of vote by ballot –the interpretation likel y to be put on it i n the mind of an 

elector– is that the suffrage is given to him for himself; for his particular use and benefit, 

and not as a trust for the public. For if it is indeed a trust, if the public are entitled to his 

vote, are not they entitled to know his vote?”  (Mill, 2002)  
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Consistent with the principle of publicity, Mill argues that the suffrage is a 

trust and not a right (or a private property8) and thus the vote should be open. “ The 

voter is under an absolute moral obligation to consider the interest of the public, not 

his private advantage”  (Mill, 2002), in other words, public-spiritedness.  

 

Secret ballots, also called Australian ballots9 were first implemented in 1856 

(Blodget, 1968:666). However, open vote was a reality until the 20th century. In 1910 

in the USA, for instance, two states still had open votes. Part of the success of the 

reform of the ballot among the ‘elite’  has been attributed to the fact that it avoided, 

among other things, “ grass-root agitation by certain mugwumps”  (Blodget, 1968:666) 

–which is nothing but a form of attention to the political debate.  

 

It is indeed interesting to compare the graph with the voter participation in 

elections presented by Posner (reproduced below) with the dates when open vote was 

abolished in the USA. Voter participation was much higher before the turn of the 

century, when open votes were still the main form of elections. Of course this does 

not mean to say that open vote is the only explanation for this higher participation. 

But it is plausible to think that it might have played a part in it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
7 Publicity is “ the late-eighteenth-century name for what is called ‘disclosure’  (in business) or ‘ freedom 
of information’  (in government) today”  (Peters, 1993:548).  
8 “ If it is a right, if it belongs to the voter for his own sake, on what ground can we blame him for 
selling it, or using i t to recommend himself to any one whom it is his interest to please?”  (Mill, 2002). 
9 The first country to adopt secret ballots in modern times was Australia (Blodget, 1968:666). 

 
  Source: Posner, 2003:152. 
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As Schudson says, in the end of the 19th century US “ voting was not a matter 

of assent but a statement of affiliation. Drink, dollars, and drama brought people to 

the polls, and, more than that, social connection, rarely anything more elevated” 

(Schudson,  1999a). Furthermore, party affiliation “ was related more to comradeship 

than to policy”  (Schudson, 1999a). Social connections and comradeship, however 

questionable according to an elite conception of democracy, are forms of public-

spiritedness, as far as they can be associated with the idea of opinion as a trust (Mill). 

The problem, of course, is the intimidation that comes with this public-spiritedness 

and publicity. 

 

The second par t of my exper iment: the need of incentives for  the 

par ticipation (and attention) in deliberative polls 

 

As said, deliberative polls do manage to make people come together and thus 

become attentive. But this attention does not come ‘naturally’ , since incentives must 

be created for people to come to deliberative polls. 

 

“Those who choose to attend are an admittedly selfselected subsample, but we fi nd that 

the far greater than usual incentives for participation -a nontrivial honorarium, an all 

expenses-paid weekend in a nice hotel away from home, the chance, i n the national 

events, of meeting and tal king with people from all over the country, the chance of 

speaking directly (in the plenary sessions) and indirectly (through the dissemination of 

results) to decision-makers, and the chance of being on television -attract a representative 

subsample”  (Fishkin et al., 2004b:7). 

 

My experiment was also designed to raise theoretical questions about the 

necessity of incentives for the participation in the discussions and the meaning of 

publicity (in the Enlightenment understanding) for deliberation. This was tested in 

relation to a specific factor: the presence of the camera. Fishkin always refers to the 

camera as an incentive for people to participate. However, my experiment suggests 

the opposite. The difference in the design of the two discussion groups available was 

that the second one was going to be videoed (and later presented at LSE TV10).  

 

                                                 
10 http://www.lsetv.co.uk/. 
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All those who had volunteered to come to the discussion group that did not 

have a camera showed up to the discussion. At the same time, only three of the seven 

people from the discussion in front of the camera showed up, despite having sent 

confirmations and having answered the first questionnaire. Also, three of the five 

respondents of the qualitative questionnaire (in the group without the camera) said 

they chose not to discuss in front of a camera because they wanted their opinions to 

continue to be private (see appendices 4 and 5).  

 

Of course, it is not just about the camera itself, but about the whole 

construction of the event: participants in deliberative polls must be convinced that it is 

an exceptional occasion, which can be differentiated from their everyday life, in order 

to be attracted to it. 

 

“Yet the heart of the intervention [at deliberative polls] is the formal deliberation during 

the weekend, which constitutes the greatest departure from the participants’  everyday 

experience and the closest approximation to what theorists of ‘ deliberative democracy’  

have in mind.”  (Farrar et al., 2003:2) 

 

Nevertheless, contrary to Posner’s argument, some of the conditions for 

deliberation can be satisf ied. Posner refers to the possibility of attention by the masses 

in times of crisis. Attention also seems to be met in deliberative polls, although with 

the need of incentives. As in the case of the open vote (Mill), attention may be 

connected, through publicity, to public-spiritedness and therefore the former might 

lead to the latter. Given the publicity of the debate in deliberative polls, public-

spiritedness can be thought to be a consequence also in this case.  

 

Similarly, it is possible to ask if attention in times of crisis is can also be 

associated with public debate, just like in deliberative polls. This will be discussed in 

the next chapter. The exceptionality of attention in deliberative polls (as the 

“ departure from everyday experience”  during the face-to-face deliberation) will be 

central for this discussion. 
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CHAPTER 2 – PART A  

Elite democracy as a different kind of idealised construction 

 

Contrary to the idea of attentiveness in times of crisis (Posner), critics on the 

line of Guy Debord (1995) and Baudrillard (1989) say that there is no possibility of  

attention by ordinary citizens. Indeed they claim that politics is a media spectacle to 

fool ordinary citizens, where participation is not an option. Consider one of the most 

recent examples of this kind of argumentation, made by Zolo, associating this idea of 

control by the media with the theories of elite democracy: 

 

“The political system is therefore able to operate without, so to speak, being observed, in 

a sort of penumbra where the ‘ third parties’ , i.e. the vast majority made up of those who 

are not directly i nvolved in a specific political transaction, are chronically distracted 

spectators, who always have some other object competing for their attention and who 

consequentl y ‘ abstain’ . Under such conditions it becomes highly improbable that full, 

simultaneous and widespread consensus can be established on specific political issues, 

and the tendency is naturally reinforced for the political system to economize as much as 

possible in the search for an effective consensus and to fi nd instead institutional and 

procedural replacement for it.”  (Zolo, 1992:134) 

 

By ‘economisation in the search for an effective consensus’  Zolo has in mind 

Schumpeter’s argument of competition by elites for voters. According to Zolo, the 

broken promises of democracy11 keep the democratic process confined to few spaces 

of society (not including e.g. the family, schools, companies etc.). Such broken 

promises have gone as far as to invalidate even the elite democratic theories of 

competition for voters.  

 

Zolo blames that situation on “ the development of instruments of mass 

communication”  and “ the intensive use of commercial and political propaganda”  

(1992:103). As a consequence, the political system can work, “ discouraging 

differentiated political systems from expanding their bases of effective consensus 

beyond restricted circles of professional politicians and specialists”  (Zolo, 1992:134), 

i.e. the political elite.  

                                                 
11 Referring to Bobbio’ s concept (1987). 
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Indeed, going further than Posner, Zolo claims that the political system can 

work without the public and that there is not even the need for an elite democracy. 

However, if this was the case, why bother having elections? And why worry about 

proving that pragmatism in times of crisis (like September 11, Bush’s election and 

Clinton’s trial) is justif iable, as argued by Posner? 

 

Elite democracy: the myth of self-interest 

 

Noelle-Neumann says that “ we must abandon the notion that took hold 

increasingly in the nineteenth century and twentieth centuries of the elite -responsible, 

well-informed persons, who are capable of making assessments and whose views 

should be needed by governments- as the primary agents of public opinion”  

(1991:280). Noelle-Neumann refers to the myth of Hermes told to Socrates by the 

sophist Protagoras (Plato, 1957:54), which illustrates that, unlike other gifts and 

crafts, “ political gifts”  were distributed equally to everyone (Noelle-Neumann, 

1991:281). Therefore, everyone would be capable of participating in politics. 

 

Posner also strongly opposes the Platonic philosophy as the basis for 

“ speculative reasoning”  of truths that “ set the agenda for philosophy for the next 

2,000 years and more –indeed to the present day”  (2003:29). On this point, Posner too 

is on the side of the sophists, who would be amongst the ancestors of the everyday 

pragmatists (2003:12). At the same time, he opposes the ‘sophist’  idea that civic-

mindedness (i.e. public-spiritedness) is distributed equally throughout the population. 

 

“Civic-mindedness … may seem the quintessence of Concept 1 [i.e. deliberative] 

democracy. That depends, however, on whether it is thought to be distributed throughout 

the population, as Protagoras and other radical democrats have believed, or to be the 

property of an elite.”  (Posner, 2003:148) 

 

It is true that for Posner a political elite is “ not to be confused with a moral or 

intellectual elite”  (2003:130): it is a self-interested and pragmatic political elite. But 

even denying Plato’s “ philosopher king”  (Plato, 1921), Posner is constantly pressed to 
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assume that elite democracy is actually a form of aristocracy in the Aristotelian sense 

(Posner, 2003:107): the government of the best. But who are the best then?  

 

“Successful candidates are not random draws from the public at large. They are smarter, 

better educated, more ambitious, and wealthier than the average person. This fact alone, 

plus the difficulty of monitoring officials, makes people’ s ‘ representatives’  at best highly 

imperfect agents of their nominal principals. That is why Athenians considered the 

selection of officials by lot an essential feature of democracy … Anyway, it is hard to 

keep the rich and the brainy from rising; even in ancient Athens they held a 

disproportionate share of the principal offices of state”  (Posner, 2003:154) 

 

It is plausible to assume that even in Athens “ the rich and the brainy”  were the 

majority in government. But what is this self-interested aristocracy without a noble 

public-spiritedness and without the lottery, which guaranteed, although imperfectly, 

the access of ordinary citizens to government? It could be thought to be an oligarchy, 

which is one of the possible deviations of aristocracy according to Aristotle (1992: 

156). Posner tries to avoid this perspective. In fact, the other possible deviation of 

aristocracy according to Aristotle is democracy (Aristotle, 1992: 156), which seems to 

be Posner’s point.  

 

The rich can indeed be considered the best in a society organised by economic 

values and self-interest, which is precisely the basis for Posner’s argument. However, 

in such a perspective, self-interest must be seen as the equivalent of the ‘ true’  human 

nature. In other words, it is just a different kind of idealised conception –different 

from the deliberative democrat or the Platonic one, but still idealised.  

 

The argument of self-interest as a construction is not new12. Self-interest is a 

central principle in an economic myth that organises society. As Flowers says, the 

economic myth can be understood as something that came after the “ hero myth, the 

religious myth”  and “ the democratic (or Enlightenment) myth”  and it would “ not 

                                                 
12 “ It is commonly believed that economic systems merely reflect human nature in that everyone is 
simply ‘ pursuing his or her own natural interest.’  … Two assumptions are typically involved: one is 
that self-interest is part of human nature; the other is that greed is acceptable as a driving cul tural 
value.”  (Boyer, 2003:37). 
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allow for noble self-sacrif ice”  in the name of the community (Flowers, 2000:207), i.e. 

it would not allow for public-spiritedness13.  

 

“A … difficulty with the practice of politics in an economic myth is that it does not allow 

for noble self-sacrifice –or, more precisely, it does not allow for the stories of noble self-

sacrifice. Why? Because the motivator in the economic myth is self-interest. Self-

sacrifice belongs to the hero narrative or the religious narrative. Every time someone 

does something that might look like self-sacrifice, journalists are bound by the economic 

myth through which we see reality to ask the question: ‘ Where©s the self-interest? What©s 

the hidden agenda? What©s in it for him?’ ”  (Flowers, 2000:208-9) 

 

But even conceiving society as organised by the economic myth, there seems 

to be, against Flowers’  perspective, space for a noble self-sacrif ice or public-

spiritedness, as will be argued.  

 

Deliberative democracy as the myth of public-spir itedness 

 

It is not diff icult to accept that self-interest is closer to normal political life 

than public-spiritedness. Even deliberative democrats take such a position, insofar as 

deliberative democracy, in its different strategies, is a response to an excess of self-

interest in society. Deliberative democrats can be seen to be trying to restore “ the 

democratic (or Enlightenment) myth” , as Flowers puts it.  

 

In fact, Posner has been accused of only mildly criticising “ Schumpeter for not 

saying enough about what should happen between elections. If you think that politics 

should operate like a market, it©s a fair point; nobody makes once-and-for-all choices 

in the ordinary marketplace. In fact, the one thing that Schumpeter said about what 

should happen between elections was that the voters should not put pressure on 

government, but should simply allow it to govern”  (Ryan, 2003:20). Deliberative 

democrats can be thought to disagree precisely on this last point, trying therefore to 

                                                 
13 The principle of uti l i ty as developed by Bentham (thus giving birth to uti l i tarianism) can be seen i n 
the origin of the construction of self-interest as the true human nature. And indeed Bentham says: “ Is i t 
[the principle of uti l i ty] susceptible of any direct proof? It should seem not: for that which is used to 
prove everything else, cannot itself be proved: a chain of proofs must have their commencement 
somewhere. To give such proof is as impossible as it is needless”  (Bentham, 1996:13). However, even 
util i tarianism is sti ll  connected to the democratic (Enlightenment) myth. In other words, it is strongly 
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restore public-spiritedness and self-sacrifice in order to create a direct and permanent 

participation in political life by ordinary citizens. 

 

Most people would probably argue that Posner and the elite democrats win the 

discussion against deliberative democrats, since self-interest is indeed closer to the 

actual existing social practices. However, I would like to suggest that there is another 

possibility.  

                                                                                                                                            
based on the idea of self-sacrifice and public-spiritedness in the name of the “ happiness of the 
community”  (Bentham, 1996:13). 
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CHAPTER 2 – PART B 

Deliberative democracy and elite democracy as r ituals: beyond 

the Durkheimian opposition of mechanical and organic 

solidar ity 

 

In a Durkheimian approach to the study of mass media, Dayan and Katz 

propose to redeem the term ‘media events’  “ from its pejorative connotations”  

(1992:1). Dayan and Katz detail a variety of features of media events and try to 

categorise which events would fall into their definition and which would not. For 

them, media events include “ epic contests of politics and sports, charismatic missions, 

and the rites of passage of the great –what we call Contests, Conquests, and 

Coronations”  (1992:1). In the centre of the discussion is the idea of the positive 

integration of society: 

 

“The cerimoniality of media events embraces entire societies, and sometimes the globe. 

All those within reach of a television set are simultaneously and equally exposed, and 

they share the knowledge that everybody else is too. Technology here allows the spirit of 

communitas to overcome the divisions inherent in ‘ organic solidarity.’  Durkheimians 

would agree that the one is prerequisite to the other”  (Dayan and Katz, 1992:197) 

 

Dayan and Katz are talking about rituals as they were analysed by Durkheim 

(1995) in traditional societies with mechanical solidarity14, now supposedly 

happening through TV in contemporary complex societies (1992:196). The authors 

refer to other sources of inspiration beyond Durkheim in their analysis of  

“anthropology of ceremony” , such as Handelman, Lévi-Strauss and Turner (1992:2). 

Nevertheless, the fact that media events are intended, according to Dayan and Katz, to 

be positive forms of social integration connects them more clearly to Durkheim and 

his fear of the pathological states of society.  

 

                                                 
14 “Whereas [mechanical] solidarity implies that i ndividuals resemble one another, the latter [organic 
solidarity] assumes that they are differente form one another. The former type is only possible in so far 
as the individual personality is absorbed into the collective personality; the latter is only possible if 
each one of us has a sphere of action that is peculiarly our own, and consequentl y a personality”  
(Durkheim, 1997:85). Organic solidarity is due to, according to Durkheim to the division of labour i n 
society. 
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“ [Durkeim] saw this lack [of public rituals, i.e. mechanical solidarity] as an index of 

social pathology, of a transitional state of ‘ uncertainty and confused agitation’ , which 

would be overcome”  (Lukes, 1975:292-3).  

 

That is why media events should celebrate reconciliation. The presence of 

public rituals on TV would, according to Dayan and Katz, make society overcome 

this present transitional state, reaching communitas, which is the equivalent of 

mechanical solidarity for Turner, in his analysis of rites15. In other words, 

communitas, which is reached during the exceptional moments of rituals, closes the 

gap between different members of society, avoiding the fragmentation that tends to 

happen in everyday life. That is why Dayan and Katz say that organic solidarity has 

mechanical solidarity (or communitas) as a prerequisite and vice-versa: the 

fragmentation of normal everyday life is reaggregated through public rituals. 

 

Rituals of elite democracy and r ituals of deliberative democracy  

 

Lukes argues that Durkheimian perspectives of mechanical solidarity through 

political rituals “ have contributed virtually nothing”  to our understanding of how 

contemporary societies are integrated (1975:298). He concludes that: 

 

“…it is, undoubtedly, elections which are the most important form of political ritual in 

l iberal democratic societies, partly because of their central place in official ideology of 

such societies, partly because of the high degree of mass participation they involve. … 

Participation in elections can plausibly be interpreted as the symbolic affirmation of the 

voters’  acceptance of the political system and of their role within it. The ritual of voting 

draws their attention to a particular model of ‘ politics’ , of the nature of political conflict 

and the possibil ities of political change.”  (Lukes, 1975:304) 

 

This model of politics which the ritual of elections draws attentions to is 

precisely the elite model of democracy, as described by Posner. In fact, we saw that 

this model of democracy can also be seen as a construction based on the economic 

                                                 
15 Communi tas is a “social reaggregation in a higher status level”  (Turner, 1974:242), i.e. the 
equivalent of mechanical solidarity for Durkheim.  
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myth and self-interest. The secret ballot in the ritual of elections can be seen as central 

in sustaining this myth16.  

 

At the same time, it is also possible to identify deliberative practices as 

something outside of everyday life, as illustrated by the need of incentives for people 

to come to deliberative polls. Can we not see them as rituals too? Consider 

Habermas’s concept of the public sphere: 

 

“A public sphere that functioned in the political realm arose first i n Great Britain at the 

turn of the eighteenth century. Forces endeavouring to infl uence the decisions of state 

authority appealed to the critical public in order to legitimate demands before this new 

forum.”  (Habermas, 1992:57) 

 

It could be asked, as Schudson does (1999a, 1999b), if such eighteenth-

century coffeehouses (the model for the public sphere) ever existed in the way 

Habermas described them. Moreover, even if they did exist, were they really the way 

Habermas portrayed them? 

 

“This anonymous Restoration satire describes a typical coffeehouse and its denizens. … 

Here the coffeehouse –smoky, dirty, and full of knaves and fools– contrasts sharply with 

the picture that historical social theorists l ike Jürgen Habermas draw of the coffeehouse 

as a place of rational and genteel discourse. … 

 

‘…’ tis an Exchange where Haberdashers of Political small wares meet, and mutually 

abuse each other, and the Publique, with bottomless stories, and headless notions; the 

Rendezvous of idle Pamphlets, and persons more idly imployd to read them; a High 

Court of Justice, where every l ittle Fellow in a Chamlet-Cloak takes upon him to 

transpose Affairs both in Church and State, to shew reasons against Acts of Parliament, 

and condemn Decrees of General Councels…’ ”  (MacKie et al., 1998:137-138) 

 

It is possible to think that more than romanticising history for his own 

philosophical ends (Schudson, 1999b), Habermas actually established a mythical 

place, to be recreated by the rituals of public deliberation in the present. Deliberative 

polls, as much as other deliberative experiences (with different strategies), can be 

                                                 
16 Remembering that the secret ballot can also be connected to the idea that opinions become a right or 
a property (Mill), thus reinforcing self-interest. 
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thought to attempt to put this ritual into practice, trying to sustain the democratic 

(Enlightenment) myth, i.e. public-spiritedness against self-interest and the economic 

myth.  

 

But public-spiritedness is not the same thing as mechanical solidarity. Public-

spiritedness does not imply that “ individuals resemble one another”  (Durkheim, 

1997:85). Public-spirited citizens might share the interest and attention for the 

community, but continue to be different from one another –they have organic 

solidarity, as Durkheim would say.  

 

This apparently small shift from the idea of the creation of mechanical 

solidarity to the idea of creation of public-spiritedness in rituals of deliberation can 

help explain quite a few things.  

 

From the concept of mechanical solidar ity to the concept of public-

spir itedness 

 

As Lukes argues, the simplism of the Durkheimian approach corresponds 

precisely to the understanding of the attention generated by a specific activity or 

ritual, like the televised “ epic contests of politics and sports”  (Dayan and Katz), as the 

equivalent of mechanical solidarity, as conceived by Durkheim. 

 

It is possible to think, however, that public rituals on TV and mass media 

would allow not for mechanical solidarity (as the simplistic answer) but a public-

spiritedness, overcoming not the divisions, but the inattentiveness inherent in the 

masses. In other words, people are attentive to the same thing, making it a more 

collective or public event, and not an idealised coming together of the whole society 

where “ individuals resemble one another”  (Durkheim).  

 

Instead of individuals resembling one another, what may happen is another 

thing, which is related to the intimidation of the open vote and publicity. If a topic 

becomes very public, another phenomenon may happen: what Noelle-Neumann calls 

a “ spiral of silence” , which makes individuals conceal their opinions because of the 

perceived threat of isolation from society.  
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As Noelle-Neumann says, “ as soon as a subject of public debate acquires a 

moral dimension –Davison speaks of ‘ moral fervor’– and is thus linked to a threat of 

isolation, it will be taken by public opinion”  (1991:265). This moral dimension 

acquired by the public debate can be related to what Fishkin has in mind when he 

talks about the salience of a topic (that makes opinions change less in deliberative 

polls). It can also be related to what Posner has in mind when he mentions the 

possible attentiveness of the masses in times of crisis and or even to what Dayan and 

Katz have in mind when they say that media events embrace entire societies. 

 

Indeed, public opinion for Noelle-Neuman is the opinion that can be voiced in 

public “ without the fear of sanctions and upon which actions can be based in public”  

(1991:283). In exceptional moments of attentiveness such fear of sanctions might 

indeed be plausible. It is not difficult to link this perception of isolation from society 

to the Enlightenment idea of publicity: the creation of a public opinion (or a public 

moral) through publicity. The main vehicle for publicity in large-scale societies is the 

mass media. If the press (i.e. the mass media) is a creator of publicity e.g. for Mill, it 

is because “ like representative government itself, it is an answer to the problem of 

scale. … The newspaper becomes the meeting place of citizens”  (Peters, 1993:550). 

Indeed, as Noelle-Neumann says (based on empirical evidence): 

 

“ I have never found a spiral of silence that goes against the media, for the willingness to 

speak out depends in part upon sensing that there is support and legi timation from 

media”  (Noelle-Neumann, 1991:276). 

 

On the one hand, according to the Enlightenment tradition of publicity, the 

press is supposed to portray “ the public to itself  and gives people means to hail 

themselves as member of an ‘ imagined community’ 17”  (Peters, p. 551). On the other 

hand, as Appadurai says, “ one man’s imagined community is another man’s political 

prison”  (1990:297). That is the other side of publicity (and indeed of public 

deliberation): processes of exclusion and social control, as also described by 

                                                 
17 Making reference to Anderson’s concept (1991). 
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Foucault18, or processes of differentiation, e.g. of classes or political power, as 

described by Lukes against Durkheim19 or Bourdieu against Turner20. 

 

Therefore, there is a ‘divide’  in relation to what this public-spiritedness 

associated with publicity means: exclusion to some, inclusion to others21.  

 

Nevertheless, this publicity associated with public-spiritedness (be it 

interpreted as positive or negative) can be related to processes of social integration 

(even though not mechanical ones), particularly when the “ public debate acquires a 

moral dimension” , as Noelle-Neumann says.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 “Foucault sees the Enlightenment notion of publicity as the key disciplinary tool of modern 
‘ carceral’  societies (Foucault, 1979), while Habermas takes it as a lasting norm of public reason”  
(Peters, 1993:548).  
19 The perpetuation of the “political paradigms”  (Lukes, 1975:305) 
20 Bourdieu criticises Turner’ s idea of rites of passage (i.e. a rite creating communi tas or a mechanical  
soildarity) saying that they should be understood as “ rites of i nstitution”  of differences (1990:117) -in 
power, social classes, etc.  
21 Noelle-Neuman, for instance, seems to consider these processes of integration as positive at least to a 
certain extent “…for it is obvious how much society stands to gain from its cohesion and integration”  
(Noelle, 1991:281). 
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CHAPTER 2 - PART C 

The role of public-spir itedness and cr isis in a world r isk society 

 

Elite democracy can be seen as sustaining self-interest, i.e. the economic myth. 

At the same time, it is possible to think that elite democracy has a role in the 

processes of social integration in normal everyday life, when the ‘masses’  are 

inattentive. In elite democracy, even in times of elections, its central ritual, 

inattentiveness continues to be present –unless there is an exceptional circumstance to 

create attentiveness in these moments, which would lead, as I argue, to deliberative 

democracy22. 

 

Deliberative democracy can be seen as sustaining public-spiritedness, i.e. the 

democratic (Enlightenment) myth. Given the possibility of moments of attentiveness 

by the masses, when the “ public debate acquires a moral dimension”  –such as in 

media events (Dayan and Katz)– it is possible to think that deliberative democracy 

also has a role in the processes of social integration during such moments. The 

publicity created by the momentary identification of interests can be connected to the 

idea of opinion as a trust (Mill) or the fear of isolation of society (Noelle-Neumann) 

and thus to a form of integration in exceptional moments of attentiveness. 

 

In such a perspective, deliberative democracy and elite democracy can be seen 

as two different modes of social integration, which correspond to two different kinds 

of rituals, both belonging to organic solidarity: respectively, one happening in 

moments of attentiveness (or momentary identif ication of interests), the other in 

moments of inatentiveness (or fragmented interests). Therefore, instead of thinking of 

deliberative democracy and elite democracy as clear-cut opposites, they can be seen 

as complementary, since they account for different moments that can happen in the 

same society23 (see table 1). 

                                                 
22 A good example of such exceptional attentiveness combined with elections is what happened i n 
Spain just after a terrorist attack by Al Qaeda. “On Thursday March 11 2004 a series of bombs 
exploded at railway stations in Madrid, kil l ing more than 200 people. Throughout Spain, mill ions took 
to the streets to protest against terrorism. On Sunday March 14 Spain©s government –widely seen as 
hiding the truth about who was responsible for the attacks– was thrown out i n the general election”  
(2004e*). 
23 That does not mean that such a viewpoint is the same thing as Ackerman’s dualist conception of 
democracy, where “decisions by the People” , i.e. deliberative democracy, “occur rarely” , and 
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Of course, it could be said that attentiveness to the issues made salient by the 

media does not imply deliberation and therefore the idea of deliberative democracy as 

a result is questionable. However, what is being argued is that deliberation happens 

through the media, i.e. through the ritual reinforcement of the centrality of the media 

and its publicity.  

 

If Dayan and Katz say that media events show the media’s full potential (i.e. 

refering to the simplistic idea of mechanical solidarity), Couldry says that they are the 

perfect occasion to affirm the centrality of the media, which is in fact totally 

constructed, i.e. a myth (Couldry, 2003:69). It might be a myth. But according to the 

present discussion it is an essential myth for the sustenance not only of the centrality 

of media, but also of another important thing: publicity, which is the counterpart of 

the democratic (Enlightenment) myth. As Flowers says (in relation to the economic 

myth), this myth “ may be true, or it may not be. What makes it powerful is that we 

use it to explain what reality is and what is valuable”  (Flowers, 2000:207).  

 
TABLE 1 

MODEL OF POLITICS ELITE DEMOCRACY �  DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY 
 

Modes of social integration Inattentiveness  
or fragmented interests 

 

�  
Attentiveness or momentary 

identification of i nterests 
 

‘ Type’  of opinions 
 

Opinions as a right or a property 
 

�  

 

Opinions as a trust 

 

Myth 
 

Economic myth 
 

�  
 

Democratic (Enlightenment) myth 

 

‘Human nature’  
 

Self-interest 
 

�  

 

Public-spiritedness and self-sacrifice 

 

Central ritual 
 

Elections 
 

�  

 

“Media rituals” 24 

 

Form of consensus Sum of opinions  
(as in secret ballots) 

 

�  
Publicity  

(as in spiral of silence) 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
“decisions by the government” , i.e. elite democracy, “occur daily”  (Ackerman, 1993:6). The central 
point for Ackerman is the crystall isation of the rare moments of deliberative democracy through law, 
which is not the case in the present discussion.  
24 Couldry, 2003. 
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Risks: cr ises as a central element of today’s society 

 

The media rituals sustaining public-spiritedness are a better explanation of 

what Dayan and Katz defined as media events, i.e. a festive viewing of television. But 

this explanation is not confined to positive integration. Indeed, the largest problem 

behind the Durkheimian functionalist approach is the concept of pathology itself, 

which is rather questionable, to say the least25. If lack of integration can, according to 

Durkheim, create undesirable effects (e.g suicide –Durkheim, 1990), what can we say 

about the excess of integration after having witnessed Hitler’s Germany? It is quite 

dangerous to conclude that the less uncertain and agitated Nazi Germany was less 

pathological.  

 

Indeed, as Lukes says, there is empirical evidence showing that liberal 

societies have a very much lower degree of consensus “ than consensus theorists seem 

to suppose”  (Lukes, 1975:297). Therefore, if it is not a matter of positive integration, 

can we not consider moments of crisis to be occasions when these rituals of  public-

spiritedness happen too?  

 

The only ‘problem’  in the ritual role of the media in times of crisis is that it 

would presuppose that crises are part of the workings of society. In other words, 

rituals triggered by moments of crisis should not be just moments when people “ speak 

more seriously” : rituals must be “ institutionalised activities”  (Turner, 1974:242), i.e. 

central to society. It does not seem to be excessive to say that crises are such a 

permanent element in today’s societies. 

 

“As the bipolar world fades away, we are moving from a world of enemies to one of 

dangers and risks. But what does ‘ risk’  mean? Risk is the modern approach to foresee 

and control the future consequences of human action, the various unintended 

consequences of radicalised modernisation. It is an (institutionalised) attempt, a cognitive 

map, to colonize the future. Every society has, of course, experienced dangers. But the 

risk regime is a function of a new order: it is not national, but global. It is rather 

                                                 
25 Even Dayan and Katz’ s perspective seems to be a response to this kind of criticism to functionalism. 
They are trying to say -unconvincingly, according to many- that it is possible to use the power of 
ceremony to create a positive reality, without ignoring the potential conservatism present i n it (1992: 
234). 
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intimately connected with an administrative and technical decision-making process. 

Risks presuppose decision.”  (Beck, 1999:3-4) 

 

Beck’s argument is that in a risk society the decision process (about risks) has 

to be opened up to society. In other words, a more deliberative decision making, 

which calls for a second Enlightenment and not just the completion of a never 

achieved first Enlightenment, as Habermas for instance proposes (� i� ek, 2002:337). 

As � i� ek says, risk society and its second Enlightenment is completely different from 

the first Enlightenment: 

 

“The choice [in the second Enlightenment] is really ‘ free’  and is, for this very reason, 

experienced as even more frustrati ng –we fi nd ourselves constantl y in the position of 

having to decide about matters that wil l fundamentally affect our l ives, but without a 

proper foundation in Knowledge.”  (� i � ek, 2002:337)  

 

The decision is free because there is no guarantee of a right decision to avoid 

the man-made risks, like global warming, GM organisms, nuclear power etc. Being a 

society that comes after Nature and Tradition as the foundation for morals26, decision-

making should be based, according to Beck, on an ample consensus creation (1999:5). 

Despite being different in its principles, the second Enlightenment’s decision process 

is in practice very close to deliberative democracy. 

 

After our discussion, it is easy to elaborate a Posner-like accusation: what risk 

society theorists really want is to put an intellectual elite in charge of the global risk 

society. It could be. However, as � i� ek says, there is more reason to believe that “all 

the expert government panels and ethical committees, and so on, are there to conceal 

this radical openness and uncertainty”  (� i� ek, 2002:337) of risk society. In fact, � i� ek 

points out that “ far from being experienced as liberating, this compulsion to decide 

freely is experienced as an anxiety-provoking obscene gamble, a kind of ironic 

universal predestination: I am held accountable for decisions which I was forced to 

make without proper knowledge of the situation”  (� i� ek, 2002:337-8).  

 

                                                 
26 As “emphasized again and again by Beck and Giddens”  (� i � ek, 2002:338). 
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The need of a cer tain amount of consensus 

 

Moments of crisis or dangers as portrayed on media are closer to what has 

been called a “ disaster marathon”  (Liebes, 1998:71) than to media events (Dayan and 

Katz). Although accepting, differently from the Durkheimian approach, that rituals 

might not necessarily be positive, L iebes ‘condemns’  disaster marathons for they 

create an incentive to “ mass hysteria”  (1998:83). But this mass hysteria, as much as 

“ the anxiety-provoking obscene gamble”  described by � i� ek, cannot be simply 

understood as ‘negative’  and thus disregarded as unrelated to social integration, as 

Durkheim and Durkheimians would do.  

 

Even avoiding the ‘easy’  explanation of mechanical solidarity as the reason for 

the integration of society, pluralist democracy still “ demands a certain amount of 

consensus”  (Mouffe, 1999). In fact, even in moments of inattentiveness (or 

fragmentation of interests) it is possible to recognise a role for the media in the 

construction of our “ imagined communities”  (Anderson).  

 

Far from being the only explanation, the media can still be seen to help, also 

during normal moments of fragmented interests, to make it possible “ for so many 

millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly die”  for the imagined 

communities (Anderson, 1991:7). However, when the wars (or crises) do come, do 

not the “ media work hardest to ground the representational authority on which they 

rely for their everyday practice” (Couldry, 2003:69)27? It is in moments of 

attentiveness and potential confrontation of whole sections of society that the 

imagined community is most needed for the creation of a certain amount of consensus 

in order to keep society together.  

 

This does not mean that the imagined communities are necessarily a good 

thing, as discussed. This also does not mean that media are ‘ implacable’  even in these 

exceptional moments of attentiveness, or that they always work perfectly creating an 

idealised mechanical solidarity, in Durkheimian terms. Furthermore, it does not mean 

that they work alone, without the ‘help’  of other social processes.  
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In fact, it could be said that these exceptional moments of attentiveness work 

as imperfectly as the normal everyday elite theory of democracy. It might be the very 

failure of elite democracy that creates a crisis as, for instance, in the case of Bush’s 

election described by Posner. That is precisely why both modes of creation of a 

certain amount of consensus and social integration are complementary. More than 

that, both processes might work at the same time, varying in degree according to 

moments of greater or smaller exceptionality and attentiveness. 

 

Media companies as the centre of the r itual of operation 

 

It is possible to compare the role of media in moments of attentiveness to the 

centrality of the shaman in the rituals in traditional societies, as analysed by Lévi-

Strauss. As he says for traditional societies, “ normal thought cannot fathom the 

problem of illness, and so the group calls for the neurotic [pathological thought] to 

furnish a wealth of emotion heretofore lacking a focus”  (Lévi-Strauss, 1963:181). The 

pathological thought corresponds to ritual moments when the shaman explicitly fools 

the group to reinforce the belief that magic is capable of triumphing over illness.  

 

However, more than the prominence of journalists, celebrities (Dayan and 

Katz, 1992, Liebes, 1998, Zelizer, 1993) or public f igures in general28 (Habermas, 

1992) in the place of shamans, it is possible to associate moments of attention with the 

centrality of media themselves, as argued by Couldry. More specifically, the 

authoritative expression comes in the form of the different TV networks, Internet 

sites, newspapers, etc., which become the centre of the ritual operation during the 

moments of attentiveness. This competition of different media would be the 

equivalent of the competition of shamans in traditional societies (or indeed the 

competition of political parties in elite democracy). Therefore, polarisation around 

different media companies or groups does not represent in such a perspective a 

problem for the myth of public-spiritedness. This perspective contradicts the fears that 

                                                                                                                                            
27 A good example of this is the emergence of Al Jazeera as a major player among the big TV networks 
because of September 11 (Calhoun et al., 2002:9) and the wars that followed. 
28 Associated by Habermas with modern publicity, i.e. against the original concept of Enlightenment 
publicity (1992:232). 



 33 

polarisation in the political debate might fragment nowadays societies because of the 

lack of public spaces of encounter (Sunstein, 2001, 2003).  

 

Outside the ‘big’  media: evidence of attentiveness on the Internet dur ing 

exceptional moments  

 

If in traditional societies normal thought cannot fathom the problem of illness 

(Lévi-Strauss), in today’s societies, instead of illness, we can think of “ risks” . 

Therefore, normal thought cannot fathom the problem of risks (since there is no basis 

in knowledge, as � i� ek says), and so the group calls for the pathological thought to 

supplement an otherwise deficient reality. Thus the essential role of the media –just 

like the shaman– during these moments, is to create a certain amount of consensus, 

i.e. to triumph over the risk.  

 

But as Lévi-Strauss says, one would “ not become a great shaman because he 

cured his patients” ; one would cure “ his patients because he had become a great 

shaman”  (1963:180). Maybe this is a possible explanation for the existence of big 

media conglomerates, besides the influence of money and power (Habermas). 

 

Frosh (2002) talks about the need to develop the “ small media”  (through the 

new decentralised and convergent media such as the Internet) in order to face the 

concentration of the ‘big’  media during moments of crisis such as September 11. Of 

course, the competition of a free and diverse press is an essential feature of the liberal 

state. However, is this really the main factor during moments of attentiveness? Is it 

the variety of sources of information that matters during these moments? 

 

Consider, for instance, Google’s Zeitgeist (2001*) for the Internet29. On 

September 11 2001 there is indeed evidence of the centrality of the ‘big’  media even 

in a more decentralised medium such as the Internet. The search for the term “ CNN”  

went from close to zero to almost 6,000 searches per minute. However, more than just 

the centrality of the big media, there is something else going on. 
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On the same day, the search for the term “ world trade center” went from 

virtually zero to approximately 2,000 searches per minute in a matter of a couple of 

hours, then declining by the end of the day (although maintaining a much higher level 

than the initial one). The same happened to “Pentagon”  (from zero to 300 searches per 

minute), “ Osama Bin Laden” (from zero to almost 400 searches per minute). 

Curiously the search of the term “ Nostradamus”  also increased considerably, not on 

that specific day, but throughout the end on 2001. This term finished the year as the 

‘ top gaining query’ , above “ CNN” , which ended the year of 2001 in second place in 

this category. Of course it is risky to try to read too much into this, but maybe it 

indeed suggests the call for pathological (neurotic) thought “ to furnish a wealth of 

emotion heretofore lacking a focus”  (Lévi-Strauss). In other words, the very attempt 

“ to foresee and control the future consequences of human action” , which is precisely 

what risk means to Beck (1999:3).  

 

Of course September 11 is an extreme example. It is unfortunate that Google’s 

Zeitgeist did not exist during the other moments of crisis cited by Posner (i.e. Clinton 

and Bush) in order to allow for an investigation of the evidence of attentiveness by 

individual citizens outside the big media. Nevertheless, it is possible to see other 

examples, as in Google’s Zeitgeist 2003:  

 

“Searches for ©Iraq© more than doubled on March 19, the date that Operation Iraqi 

Freedom began.”  (2003b*) 

 

Similar upsurges in interest and attentiveness happened with the explosion of 

the space shuttle Columbia and the outbreak of the Sars virus in 2003. Of course, 

many other explanations can be given for this sudden interest. However, the increase 

of the searches on the Internet shows that this interest, however questionable in its 

origins, does exist on an individual level.  

 

In fact, not only in moments of crisis this upsurge in interest can be verified. In 

2003, there were peaks of interest for the terms “ Roland Garros” and “ Carnival” , for 

instance. What are these if not the “ epic contests of sports”  and “ rites of passage”  

                                                                                                                                            
29 Zeitgeist is an analysis of the sum of i ndividual searches conducted in Google search engine over 
time, which shows “ interesting trends, patterns, and surprises”  (2004d*). 
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(Dayan and Katz)? This does not mean that there is a simplistic mechanical solidarity 

being created. But it may well indicate a public-spiritedness, as discussed, with all the 

positive and the negative effects and interpretations suggested. Still, the perspective of 

a risk society puts the moments of crisis –more than the ‘positive’  rites of passage’– at 

the centre of such discussion. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The roles left for deliberative practices 

 

If deliberative democracy is the big competitor of elite theory, as argued by 

Posner, it is precisely because of the currency of the idea that it can be a viable 

alternative to elite democracy. However, far from the utopian perspective of 

deliberative democrats, I have argued that there is an existing model of  politics that 

can be identified as deliberative democracy, sustained by media rituals (Couldry) 

during exceptional moments of attentiveness by the citizens. 

 

In such a perspective, is there a role left for deliberative practices as conceived 

by deliberative democrats? I would like to suggest there is. 

 

Posner touches on the idea that “ global competition has shifted power over 

economy from voters to markets and international treaties and organizations”  (Posner, 

2003:151). However, he never discusses how everyday pragmatism and elite 

democracy would be able to deal with such a globalised world.  

 

There is at least one very simple reason for this gap in Posner’s discussion. 

Elite democracy would not be able to provide a proper model for global politics, 

simply because nowadays there is no possibility of global elections as a check for 

institutional powers. Posner could argue (as he does) that he is only interested in 

American politics. However, it is interesting to think that the USA might be the last 

nation-state in the world, as Kaldor says (2002). In other words, the USA is probably 

the only player in the international arena that can afford to take more unilateral 

decisions. All other countries in the world cannot afford to do that anymore, precisely 

because of globalisation.  

 

In fact, as Beck says, today’s risk society is “ not national, but global” . 

Therefore, the lack of elite democracy on a global level can be seen as the very reason 

for the progressive development of a world risk society. Crises and deliberative 

democracy through media rituals can be understood as the form to create a certain 

amount of consensus, compensating the lack of elite democracy. Indeed, if we “ are 
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moving from a world of enemies to one of dangers and risks”  (Beck), more than 

imagined communities (Anderson) that hold societies together even during war, risks 

could be thought to invert the equation. Risks may be understood as a form to create a 

certain amount of consensus in the world, a consensus that cannot be created 

otherwise, since there is no other mechanism in place to do it. Indeed, in such a 

perspective, they would be –for good or for bad– a form of deliberative democracy 

already in place on a global level30.  

 

Based on this perspective, I would like to suggest that deliberative polls can 

contribute to create a new role for deliberative practices in such a world risk society, 

however, not in the way Fishkin or Laslett conceived them (see chapter 1-A), simply 

because it would not work, as will be discussed next. 

 

Towards a new role for  deliberation: the problem of representativeness of 

the public sphere 

 

Against Habermas’s perspective, Fishkin claims that it is possible to generalise 

the effects of deliberative polls to society without the need of consensus (Fishkin et 

al., 2004b:17). In order to understand Fishkin’s strategy of generalisation of 

deliberative polls’  effects, it is necessary to briefly address what is behind Habermas’ s 

strategy for the public sphere. 

 

The problem for Habermas is the evolution of mechanisms of justif ication that 

accompanies the evolution of the complexity of  societies. As How says, Habermas 

“argues that in terms of social evolution pre-modern societies were largely 

undifferentiated”  (How, 2003:129), i.e. a mechanical solidarity in Durkheim’ s terms. 

With the move to more complex societies (like ancient Greece, China and Rome) and 

later capitalist societies, “ there emerges a latent tension between system and 

lifeworld, or between how the system is integrated and how people are socially 

                                                 
30 Maybe i t is possible to think that the role of crises in a risk society (that comes after Nature and 
Tradition, as Beck says) is present also in other places where (elite) democracy has not arrived, e.g. 
family, school, companies, as Zolo points out. This could explain the importance of crises in these 
spaces (e.g. fi ghts among relatives in families, neurosis during exam period in schools, downsizing in 
companies). To conceive these crises as only disruptive would correspond to a Durkheimian point of 
view, i.e. a negative event, which cannot be associated with integration. As discussed, this is a l imited 
and simplistic understanding of integration. 



 38 

integrated into it. A system that develops its economy has to legitimise its economic 

inequalities more explicitly… Once a system has to justify itself it is open to 

challenge from its subjects”  (How, 2003:129).  

 

That is why deliberation in the public sphere has to be insulated from money 

and power or from the “ staged and manipulative publicity”  of contemporary media 

(Habermas, 1992:232): it has to question the validity of the system. Without this 

insulation, individuals will not properly understand that they are part of the system of 

cohesion (or system of justif ication). In order for the opinions questioning the system 

to be valid, they must come from “ the language-based consensus of the lifeworld”  

(2003:130) which can be achieved through the public sphere31. This valid consensus 

allows for the generalisation of opinions to the rest of society. 

 

However, if people are inattentive because of the structural transformation of 

the public sphere, which made the deliberated consensus of the lifeworld be subverted 

by money and power, how would they come together in a public sphere in the first 

place? We have already suggested that the public sphere is a mythical place. But even 

in the ritual recreation of such a myth there must be incentives for people to come 

together, as shown in the discussion of deliberative polls above. This creates a 

problem in terms of representativeness of the public sphere, since only a few members 

of society will have the incentives to come to it32. 

 

Kaldor argues that “ global civil society cannot claim to ‘ represent’  the people 

in the way that formally elected states can and do”  (2003:140). The NGO-style of 

representation is the answer according to her. However, just like the public sphere, 

NGOs’  deliberation is not representative of the population. It could be argued that 

                                                 
31 As Habermas asks, “how shall we test whether i nterests are capable of being generalized if not 
through discourse?”  (1981:324). What is at stake is the validity of opinions, which can only be created 
through the process of deliberation (O’Neill, 2002:268). 
32 This idea has a connection with Fraser’ s (1993) argument of exclusion of some groups from the 
bourgeois public sphere, as for instance women (an argument later i ncorporated by Habermas in his 
theory, see Habermas, 1998). However, it is not necessarily the same argument, since it is not 
exclusion, but a lack of incentives. Jacobs (2001) refers to a slightl y different argument: the lack of 
feasibility of joining the public sphere. I prefer the idea of lack of incentives, since it shows a difficul ty 
but not impossibility. In fact, lack (or need) of incentives is also empirically supported, as discussed in 
relation to deliberative polls. 
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such a strategy of representation is nothing else than politics as passions, as described 

by Posner33.  

 

In fact, this is in many ways what Habermas new version of public sphere is 

progressively becoming (1998:364, 373), with the difference that he continues to 

insist on the creation of a deliberated consensus valid for the whole society34. 

Nevertheless, the changes in the concept of public sphere helped shape new models of  

deliberative democracy, which do resemble politics as passions and interests35. In a 

world risk society, this NGO style ‘of representation’  –even if considered as a form of 

politics as passions and interests– can be seen as one of the roles left for deliberative 

democracy. Through this style of representation it is possible to try to inf luence the 

‘agenda’  of crises that will be on the media, without having to resort to an intellectual 

elite in the Platonic style36. 

 

Towards a new role for  deliberation: the problems in the solution given 

by deliberative polls to the question of representativeness of the public 

sphere 

 

Fishkin tries to overcome the problem of representativeness of the public 

sphere. He departs from the perception that the ideal of Athenian democracy was 

based on a lottery which selected citizens to be part of deliberative bodies in 

government. In other words, democracy in Athens was not, as many still believe, a 

direct democracy including all citizens, since they would not fit in the place where the 

Assemblies happened (Fishkin, 1995:169). 

 

                                                 
33 As Posner says, against the supposed universal validity of deliberative democracy, “ reform does not 
well out of deliberation, but reflects passions and interests”  (2004). 
34 “To many critics, this determination to hold out and to insist that the normativity of the idea of the 
public sphere fi nally rests on the quasi-transcendental context … continues to offer grounds for 
substantial reservations about the terms of the theory as a whole”  (Johnson, 2001:233). At the same 
time, many deliberative democrats share Habermas’s position of the normativity of the public sphere 
through consensus (Brady, 2004:333). 
35 “The substantive goal of the public sphere then becomes the cultivation of ongoing public and moral  
conversations, and the institutionalisation of these types of practices as a way of l ife (Benhabib, 1992). 
Rather than trying to determine a set of first principles about how to achieve a rational consensus, those 
who adopt the model of civic democracy are more interested in empirical processes which increase 
public attention and engagement”  (Jacobs, 2001:20). 
36 Indeed, not only Habermas (1998:373) but also philosophers coming from an opposite background, 
as for instance Foucault (1994:474-5), recognise the role of this NGO-style of representation. 
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According to Fishkin, deliberative polls correct imperfections not only in the 

Athenian lottery, but also in George Gallup’s scientif ic public opinion polls, which 

are also related to the principle of lottery (i.e. random samples). In fact, Gallup’ s 

original idea was also to promote deliberation in a large-scale nation-state, instead of 

having it confined to a few spaces in government (Gallup, 1938:6). Knowing what 

other people’s opinions actually are, individuals would then be able, according to 

Gallup, to deliberate. 

 

However, contrary to Gallup’s original goal, the invention of the modern 

scientific public opinion poll was associated with uninformed opinions and rational 

ignorance or inattentiveness by citizens (Farrar et al., 2003, Delli Carpini et al., 1996, 

Downs, 1957) or what Fishkin simply calls top of the head opinions (2002:18). 

Fishkin argues that deliberative polls (and later also Deliberation Day37) might make 

Gallup’ s original goal finally come true. Inspired by Gallup’s principle of random 

samples, Fishkin believes that it is possible to make the participants of the deliberative 

process be truly representative of the population.  

 

We have already discussed the problem of centrality of information in 

deliberative polls (chapter 1-B). This problem is also manifested in the strategy for the 

representativeness of the participants in deliberative polls.  

 

Fishkin and collaborators admitted more recently that the group of participants 

is a self-selected group (Fishkin et al., 2004b:7) and not a random sample as they used 

to say in earlier texts. Even if we accept that participants can still be considered to be 

representative of the population from which they were selected, as Fishkin argues, the 

problem of representativeness seems to persist: 

 

“ In a recent Gallup [institute] ‘ poll on polls,’ respondents said that polls generally do a 

good job of forecasting elections and are accurate when measuring public opinion on 

other issues. Yet when asked about the scientific sampling foundation on which all polls 

are based, Americans were skeptical. Most said that a survey of 1,500-2,000 respondents 

-a larger than average sample size for national polls -cannot represent the views of all 

Americans.”  (Newport et al., 1997)  
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The very idea that representativeness based on the scientif ic construction of 

the samples is questioned by this research. People believe in the polls’  capacity of  

predicting the right results, not in their scientificity.  

 

Deliberative polls are -at best- a probable indication of what preferences 

would be if  the public were more ‘educated’ . Deliberative polls’  previsions could only 

become true if they managed to change the opinions of a considerable part of the 

population. This is a circular argument, once people would tend not to believe in such 

previsions because, at least as previsions, they are simply wrong. Furthermore, if  

people are not attentive to the subject of debate, they are likely not to watch the 

broadcasting of deliberative polls. At the same time, if they are attentive to the 

subject, in other words, if  the topic is salient, deliberative polls tend to fail to change 

opinions, as discussed above. 

 

Towards a new role for  deliberation: a symbolic solution in moments of 

attentiveness 

 

Inspired by some of the deliberative polls’  strategies and aware of their 

limitations, it may be possible to develop a different kind of global representation in 

the context of a world risk society: a symbolic one38, though with practical results. 

 

A sample from all over the planet can symbolically represent the world 

population, especially if the event happens when people are exceptionally attentive to 

a specific risk, i.e. in time of crisis. Such attentiveness may be the key to the efficacy 

of the symbolic representation of the selected sample, which would discuss the salient 

risk in an event broadcasted by the mass media. With an appropriate design for the 

                                                                                                                                            
37 The proposal of a new national holiday in the USA two weeks before national elections when all  
citizens should deliberate about the political process (Fishkin et al., 2004a). 
38 “An activity, it has been suggested, is symbolic where the means ‘appear clearly disproportionate to 
the end, explicit or implicit, whether this end be that of knowledge, communication or production’ ”  
(Lukes, 1975:290). 
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event, such attentiveness might create big audiences to the transmission, making it 

another form of political ritual central to our risk societies39. 

 

Participants can be selected by lottery. However, the goal is not to create a 

scientifically representative sample, which is ineffective, as discussed. The goal is to 

make it symbolically representative. Therefore, there is no need for the six hundred 

(or more) people as in deliberative polls. Six hundred people do not create a good 

face-to-face conversation; they create an assembly with problems similar to a large-

scale constituency. They could be sixty, one for approximately every one hundred 

million people on Earth40.  

 

These sixty people can be brought together to talk about the crisis in question 

without the participation of experts. Instead of experts, it is possible to select what I 

would call ‘ lay experts’ , i.e. citizens who live in the regions that originated the crisis 

and who know its circumstances in first hand, even if not well-informed about them 

(in Fishkin’s understanding). After all, generalisation of well-informed opinions is 

another big problem in Fishkin’ s strategy, as discussed.  

 

What the event can do is to show that moments of crisis in a risk society are 

indeed world problems that can be dealt with by ordinary citizens. It could be argued 

that this is the same thing proposed by the theorists of risk society. In spirit, it is. But, 

first, there is no expectation that this will be an actual free participation. As discussed, 

there are all the processes of intimidation at play because of publicity. Second, the 

conception of risks goes far beyond the scope of technological risks. It includes, for 

instance, Clinton’s impeachment trial, Bush’s election process, September 11, the war 

in Iraq, the conflict in Sudan or any other eventual risk which “acquires a moral 

dimension”  (Noelle-Neumann). Thirdly, there is no need of an idealised consensus41. 

In fact, polarisation in the debate might be a very likely result.  

                                                 
39 Far from trying to prove that the event is just “everyday political conversation improved”  (Fishkin et 
al., 2004b:17) as Fishkin does (unconvincingly, I argued), the event is corresponds to an actual ritual, 
therefore outside everyday life.  
40 With sixty people, it is also possible to resolve the “ myriad linguistic and organisational problems”  
(Laslett, 2003:221) of such an event. 
41 It is true that deliberative polls do not require consensus either. However, unlike deliberative polls, 
there is also no need for the “ ‘ secret ballot’  of the fi nal confidential questionnaire, which may limi t 
social comparison effects”  (Fishkin et al., 2004b:17). Vote will be open since opinion has to be a trust 
(Mill) in the proposed ritual.  
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As already discussed, polarisation does not seem to be a problem in terms of 

social integration in moments of attentiveness. But even if there is an effective 

polarisation in society; even if it is still the centrality of the media that emerges from 

it; even if opinions might be uninformed, the results of such a televised debate could 

be quite interesting.  

 

The already generalised interest in the topic has the potential to create an 

effective deliberation on the matter, going far beyond the limits reached by 

deliberative polls –and maybe beyond the limits of  deliberation only through media. It 

could be argued that some deliberative polls about salient topics would have already 

achieved that, if this were possible. However, there is a big difference in the present 

proposal. First, there is no need to be restrained to a ‘balanced’  and academic 

discussion. In fact, other recognised formats, such as reality TV or others can be 

included in the event to generate more attention and create the occasion for a 

deliberative ritual as described above. Second, there is no need to ‘ insulate’  the event 

from the action of money and power. Indeed, it can have great commercial results for 

the media without compromising the effective increase in the participation by 

ordinary citizens. 

 

Will it not be just reproducing the system of justif ication (Habermas) that 

sustains a political elite in power? It might well be. But it will also be creating the 

opportunity for a worldwide interaction of ordinary citizens, possibly helping to create 

the basis for a more effective global civil society. However, if is only a symbolic 

construction, is it not going to be a mere psychotherapy of world society, as � i� ek 

(based on Lacan, as he is) would probably argue? Maybe. But it can at least be a step 

forward in terms of building a more bearable idea of freedom in a risk society. In 

other words, it could be considered to be, against Posner’s idea of everyday 

pragmatism, an exceptional pragmatism, or a ‘ realistically utopian’  course of action. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

The association of exceptional moments of attention by citizens to a ritual 

reinforcing public-spiritedness makes it possible to avoid the simplistic interpretation 

of mechanical solidarity, as in Durkheimian theories (of media and society). This 

association also makes it possible to understand the role of mass media for the 

creation of a certain amount of consensus in times of crisis. This consensus can be 

related to the construction of the myth of publicity and centrality of the media and the 

mechanisms of intimidation associated to this myth.  

 

In other words, besides pragmatic law and elite democracy as “ the twin pillars 

of the liberal state” (Posner, 2003:ix), it is possible to identify that media completes a 

tripod, including deliberative democracy in the equation of liberal states, particularly 

in moments of crisis. 

 

Elite democracy can be associated with normal everyday life (with fragmented 

interests by the citizens) and rituals reinforcing self-interest and the economic myth 

(consensus as a sum of opinions, as in elections). Deliberative democracy can be 

associated with exceptional events (with a momentary identification of interests) and 

media rituals (Couldry) reinforcing public-spiritedness and the democratic 

(Enlightenment) myth (consensus as publicity).  

 

The perception of a world risk society (Beck) brings the ritual role of media 

during exceptional moments of crisis to the centre of the discussion of the processes 

of social integration. The lack of a global elite democracy can be associated with the 

increasingly central role of crises on a global level. The media rituals during times of 

crisis can be seen as a form to create a certain amount of consensus on a global level, 

compensating the lack of elite democracy. This does not mean to say that this 

consensus creation always works or that the role of media in this social integration is 

necessarily a positive one. 

 

However, it is possible to suggest that it is too easy to simply attack the idea of 

social integration saying that it is totalitarian or against individual freedom, as many 
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authors do. It is true that the atrocities perpetrated in the name of ‘ integrated societies’  

were many: colonisation, two World Wars42, Korea, Vietnam, among hundreds of 

other wars and humanitarian disasters. However, if integration is perverse and 

totalitarian, lack of integration can be as bad. There is even a word for this now, after 

the wars in the Balkans: balkanisation. 

 

The question that can be asked, possibly for a future research, is: to what 

extent this lack of social integration is inf luenced by a lack of a national or regional 

elite democracy (i.e. an aristocracy, as Posner says)? The lack of an elite democracy 

could sometimes lead, according to the present discussion, to the necessity of times of 

crisis and media rituals as forms of creating a certain amount of consensus. 

 

In fact, it is based on the lack of an elite democracy on a global level that I 

proposed a new role for deliberation using some of the ideas behind deliberative polls, 

but respecting the limitations of such a practice. This new role, taken to a global level, 

might indeed show that there is more space for political action in the system steered 

by money and power (Habermas) or in the disciplinary society (Foucault) or inside 

the implacable control by the mass media (Zolo) than sceptics would like to admit.  

                                                 
42 And, ironically, as the British l ike to add, one World Cup (a media event, according to Dayan and 
Katz, 1992). 
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APPENDICES 
 
 
1. Fur ther  specifications of the exper iment conducted 
 
A self-selected group of 21 master students, mostly Americans (12 of them), was 
recruited mostly from LSE (17 of them). The remainder of the group corresponded to 
Chevening Scholars from University City of London and School of Oriental and 
African Studies. They were divided into three different groups: the first one (9 
participants) would go through a one hour discussion with the help of an external 
mediator (also a Master student from the LSE, appropriately trained and informed 
about deliberative polls and the role of  mediators in such experiments), the second 
one (initially 7 participants) would do the same thing, but in front of a video camera 
(the participants were informed that the result of the focus group would be 
broadcasted at LSE TV) and the third one was a control group (initially 5 
participants), just answering questionnaires.  
 
The group of participants was very small and not statistically representative of any 
population. But the idea behind the experiment was to help frame the theoretical 
questions in the research. More specif ically, the idea was -differently from 
deliberative polls- to have only very well-informed participants, as discussed in the 
dissertation. That is why only LSE students and Chevening Scholars were selected, 
since however questionable (and this questioning is developed in the text), they were 
submitted to some of the toughest selection processes available.  
 
Besides the normal procedure of deliberative polls (of getting the participants of the 
discussions to answer the same questionnaire before and after the deliberation), I 
added a third phase, which consisted in an additional questionnaire (still the same 
one) and a few qualitative questions about the experiment, sent approximately six 
weeks after the debates. All the answers were multiple choices, with the exception of 
the qualitative questionnaires at the third phase. Since the assumption in my 
experiment was that the participants were very well informed about the topic of 
debate, no material informational was provided to them at any time. 
 
It is important to say that I have tried to contact the Center for Deliberative 
Democracy (where Fishkin is the director) in order to ask why they did not run a third 
questionnaire during deliberative polls, to see if  opinions keep changing or, if they 
ever did, if I could have access to the results. The answer was: “ Thank you for your 
inquiry.  I have forwarded your message to James Fishkin to look at.  We are right in 
the middle of completing a project, however one of us will get back to you as quickly 
as possible.”  I never got another answer, despite my insistence. 
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2. Questionnaire A and respective answers (the questionnaires were given to the 
participants two weeks before the discussion, just after the discussion and six weeks 
after the discussions)  
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2. Questionnaire A and respective answers (continued) 
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3. Index of change of opinions (developed to compare the average change of 
opinion from one questionnaire to the other; each point means the change from one 
answer to that immediately above -e.g. from agree somewhat to agree strongly- or 
immediately below) 
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4. Questionnaire B (evaluation of the experiment, sent by email 6 weeks after the 
discussion groups) 
 
 
 
1. What made you come to the experiment / discussion? 
 
2. Why did you choose not to participate (in group 1) [or to participate (in group 2)]  

in the discussion in front of the camera? 
 
3. Do you think the discussion influenced your opinions? How so? 
 
4. Did you keep thinking about the issues discussed during the debate after it has 

happened? Do you think your opinions have changed since then? Why? 
 
5. Why do you think you had to answer the questionnaire for the second time (just 

after the experiment)? 
 
6. Do you think that answering the questionnaire many times influenced your 

responses in any way? How so? 
 
7. 90% of the participants changed opinion in at least one of the questions of the 

questionnaire. Could you feel the change in your opinion from the f irst 
questionnaire to the following ones? 
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5. Summary of answers to questionnaire B 

 


