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Experience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 300 pages.

An Interpretavist and Constructivist Understanding of
Democracy and Democratization

Hyug Baeg Im

Since April 1974, starting from the Carnation Revolution in Portugal, many
countries have democratized. Democracy spread first to the Mediterranean
dictatorships of Greece and Spain, and then to military authoritarian coun-
tries in Latin America. From 1979 to 1985, nine Latin American countries
democratized. Then the wave of democratization moved to Asia and Africa,
and finally to Eastern European socialist one-party states. Democratization
became a global wave. In 1974, only 41 countries were democracies of the
existing 150 states. Today, 121 countries of the 193 states in the world are
democracies by the count of Freedom House.

In 1979, a group of scholars and prodemocracy activists gathered at the
Woodrow Wilson Center to analyze the new processes of democratization
and to strategize about them. The organizers of the Wilson Center project
were Guillermo O'Donnell, Philippe C. Schmitter, and Laurence Whitehead.
In 1986, they edited four volumes on the transitions from authoritarian rule
in southern Europe and Latin America. Since the publication of the four vol-
umes on democratic transition, the focus of democratization studies has
moved from transition to consolidation, and, finally, to the qualities of a
good democracy that consolidating democracies are recommended to pos-
sess.

Recently published, Laurence Whitehead's book, Democratization:
Theory and Experience, is a personal postscript to his long years of studying
democratization and democracy. He was one of the organizers of the
Woodrow Wilson project and after the project he extensively studied the var-
ious issues of democracy and democratization, including the international
dimension, the role of money in the economic crises of emerging market
democracies, and citizen security. He also engaged himself in country stud-
ies, including those of Bolivia, Chile, and El Salvador.

Whitehead begins his book with the discussion of the concept and theory
of democracy. Transitologists neglected to understand the deeper meaning of

Hyug Baeg Im is a Professor in the Department of Political Science at Korea University.

July 2005 | 201



democracy. They simply focused on a minimal definition of democracy that
enabled them to judge the state of transition and consolidation. They set the
minimal conditions that a country needed to be called a "democratic coun-
try," and set the threshold that an authoritarian regime should cross to be
upgraded to a democracy. These analysts focused on finding criteria to judge
"what democracy is and is not." They were too preoccupied with "how to
bring democracy from authoritarian rule" and, therefore, neglected the desti-
nation to where liberalization, transition, and consolidation were going.

Whitehead takes a "constructivist approach." His conception of democ-
racy is a "floating and anchored" concept. Democracy is essentially a con-
tested concept. Many disagreed over the applicability and desirability of a
particular concept of democracy. Therefore, he argues that the concept of
democracy needs to be a "floating" one that allows a margin of contestation
about the meaning of democracy. A dominant conception of democracy is
always provisional and, thus, subject to challenge. Whitehead's definition of
"democracy" is "deontological," that is, loaded with evaluative and context-
dependent connotations, time-constrained, and constructed socially and polit-
ically. After reviewing the contemporary democratic experiences, he sug-
gests that the operational concept of democracy must have contestability, flu-
idity, and context-dependence. The meaning of democracy varies "depending
upon historical and cultural conditions and customary usage, which are mal-
leable." The meaning of democracy becomes an object of political contesta-
tion and the outer boundaries of the concept of democracy are to a significant
extent malleable and negotiable. In this sense, according to Whitehead,
democracy is neither an end-state nor a feasible equilibrium, but, instead, an
open-ended process that is socially constructed rather than predetermined.

Yet, Whitehead argues that the concept of democracy should not be
allowed to go to "unbridled relativism"; it must have an "anchor." The con-
cept of democracy is essentially contestable but the grounds of contestation
are quite restricted. The concept of democracy must be filtered by delibera-
tion, whose operation is socially embedded. Through a deliberative filtering,
the anchor concept of democracy can be constructed.

This kind of semantic, epistemological, ontological, and moral rela-
tivism is also found in Whitehead's definition of "democratization."
Whitehead argues that democratization cannot be defined by some fixed and
timeless objective criterion such as Huntington's "two turnover test," or
Przeworski's "the only game in town," or "democratic equilibrium." He sug-
gests an "interpretavist" conception of democratization in contrast to such lit-
mus test conceptions of democratization. Democratization, according to
Whitehead, is a complex, long-term, dynamic, and open-ended process. It is
a complex process because democratization processes carry with them a
great deal of historical baggage of previous authoritarian regimes and
involve many false starts, misjudgments, detours, and unintended conse-
quences. Starting points are diverse and outcomes deviate from predeter-
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mined or hypothesized goals. Democratization is a long-term process,
extending over generations. Finally, it is an open-ended process because, by
the time the process is finally completed, more than one outcome is possible
and there may be multiple paths leading to similar outcomes, in other words,
equi-finality. The interpretavist approach, according to Whitehead, is superi-
or to alternative approaches on the ground that it could avoid spurious rigor
and untenable claims of causal necessity.

Therefore, for Whitehead, to phrase it metaphorically, a democratic tran-
sition is a "drama" that has some kind of official stage, official script, leading
actors and actresses, extras, and audiences. The democratic transition process
is sufficiently "dramatic" because it is characterized by complex dynamics,
shifting agendas, and multiple interactions. In the theater of transition, the
communicative flows between king (officialdom) and the people (citizenry)
move to the center stage of the democratization drama. By employing the
metaphor, Whitehead tries to depict democratic transition processes as acci-
dental, contingent, and highly uncertain. Many transitions do not proceed
with law-like regularities and usually do not have a clear end-point.

After discussing theoretical and conceptual issues, Whitehead moves to
address the democratization of "partial regimes," including matters of civil
society, accountability, political corruption, monetary authority, and citizen
security.

Whitehead deals first with civil society. Many transitologists stress the
positive role of civil society by contending that consolidated democracy
needs a strong civil society. After reviewing the genealogy of the theories of
civil society, Whitehead tries to stipulate a working definition of civil socie-
ty. He adopts Philippe Schmitter's definition of civil society as a system of
self-organized intermediary groups that enjoy autonomy from both public
authorities and private firms and families; are capable of collective action but
do not usurp the power of state agents or private producers; and act with
civility. Whitehead directs attention to the fourth norm of Schmitter's civil
society, "civility." Looking at democratization through the window of civili-
ty, Whitehead runs counter to conventional wisdom by arguing that civil
society is not necessarily an asset to democratic transition and consolidation,
and, in fact, can be an obstacle to them. There is potential tension between
civil society and democratic citizenship. For example, the strong civil soci-
eties of the white minority in South Africa and the pro-Pinochet middle
classes in Chile used their abundant social capital and dense associative life
to defend their privileges and to obstruct the expansion of democratic citi-
zenship to the less well-endowed majority. Therefore, it is important to
Whitehead to prevent civil societies with no durable commitment to civility
from rising. The list of civil societies without civility is long, from revan-
chists, chauvinists, fundamentalists, and state corporatist associations to
uncivil mass citizenry.

In order to ensure a "transition to" democracy, not only a "transition
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from" an authoritarian system of governance, principal actors in the post-
transition period must immediately install democratic institutions that keep
the elected officials virtuous enough to hold the public trust by their acting in
the best interests of the public; that is, the first task is to design institutions
with democratic accountability. Whitehead deals with accountability as a key
issue of transitology. He reviews the plurality of accountability-building
approaches in different times and spaces. Democratic accountability is
socially constructed and, thus, can vary widely depending on time, place, and
normative expectations about the accountability of rulers. Building accounta-
bility, according to Whitehead, should be viewed as only a means rather than
an end of institutional design. Whereas liberty, security, popular sovereignty,
equality, and fraternity are all normative objectives of institutional design,
accountability is the means to achieve those normative goals. Whitehead also
warns that it is possible to have both "too much accountability" and the
"wrong sort." Too much accountability might lead to the opposite of what is
expected, such as an upsurge in demands for strong leadership and unfettered
authority to overcome the defects of institutional pettifogging and enforce-
ment gridlock.

Whitehead agrees that, after transition, it is very important to install
mechanisms to prevent political corruption that has corrosive power to dis-
tort or even derail the democratization process. Nevertheless, he disagrees
with conventional wisdom that argues for designing legal, electoral, or mar-
ket-based institutions to uproot political corruption. Armed with a construc-
tivist perspective, Whitehead understands political corruption as a long-term
and complex phenomenon. He points out that what matters is not a cumula-
tive propensity to sell public policy to the highest bidders as measured by
some objective indicator, but the public perception of the propensity for cor-
ruption. In other words, what matters most is the social meaning of corrup-
tion, not the scale of corruption. Viewing assessment of political corruption
as keyed to a collective public perception that extends beyond judgments
about specific individual transactions, Whitehead suggests that shelter for
democracy from political corruption is not in the rational choice framework
of principal-agent theory, but in the broader concerns about civil
society/social capital, institutional design/public accountability, and the prop-
er role of political leadership versus the depoliticized guardianship provided
by courts, general accountancy offices, and bank supervisors.

An autonomous central bank can be one of depoliticized guardians who
provide democratic defenses against political corruption. The standard model
is the Federal Reserve of the United States. The Federal Reserve has the
monetary authority to maintain financial stability and predictability by insu-
lating itself against pressures from politicians who are preoccupied with
electoral politics. An independent monetary authority thus serves as the bar-
rier to political corruption. But independent central banks pose problems of
democratic legitimacy in economic policies. Democracy requires democratic
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consent and control over key economic policy-making that independent but
unelected central banks do not have. Therefore, new democracies need to
institute a "delicate balance" between the requirement of solid and politically
independent monetary authority and the need to build the democratic legiti-
macy of the monetary authority. Again, the Federal Reserve provides a
model to manage the tension between the requirement of financial stability
and that of electoral politics by means of an elaborate system of rules. These
rules provide that the president of the United States nominates the chairman
from among seven Federal Reserve Board members, who are appointed for
fourteen-year terms, subject to ratification by the Senate, and five members
who are appointed to represent the twelve districts of the Federal System
and, thus, the interests of the commercial banks. In addition, the chairman of
the Federal Reserve Board is required to report to Congress every six
months. Nevertheless, Whitehead concludes from the experiences of
neodemocracies that no single ultimate model of monetary authority has
been discovered to provide the unique "right solution" for all countries, in all
situations. As in other partial regimes, Whitehead claims that complex and
plural alternatives have persisted in the institution of monetary authorities in
established democracies.

The last partial regime that Whitehead discusses is "citizen security."
Democratic governments elected by means of contested elections are expect-
ed to realize conditions that are necessary for the exercise of the rights
accrued from citizenship. Democratic governments are supposed not only to
protect but also to promote freedom from arbitrary violence, legal and politi-
cal equality, and material security. But Whitehead found from the case stud-
ies in Latin America a wide gap between the hypothesized citizenship and
the current state of citizenship in true neodemocracies. Even though the
major issue now is not the absence of citizenship but rather the uncertainty of
its scope and reliability, the state of citizenship or citizen security is incom-
plete, volatile, and unstable. Providing citizen security is viewed by citizens
not as a problem, but as the problem of democratically elected governments.
If new democracies fail to guarantee physical security and to provide univer-
sal access to education, health, and food, the disenchantment of citizens may
undermine new democracies.

After analyzing partial regimes in democratic transitions and consolida-
tions, Whitehead presents a country study of Chilean democratic transition,
interregional comparisons across continents that include Latin America,
post-communist Central and Eastern Europe, and East Asia, and paired com-
parisons of Colombia and Sri Lanka, Taiwan and Chile, Taiwan and Mexico,
Colombia and Mexico, Indonesia and Nigeria, the EU and China, South
Korea and Taiwan, and Brazil and India.

In conclusion, by adopting an interpretative and constructivist approach,
Whitehead tries to understand democratization as a complex, long-term,
dynamic, and open-ended process. This approach enables him to address
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deeper processes of democratization that go beyond the introduction of the
institutional mechanism of competitive voting, to integrate massive litera-
tures on democratization and to provide a broader perspective on democrati-
zation. Yet, the interpretative approach also is the weak point in Whitehead's
analysis of democratization. It prevents him from doing systema
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