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INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION: BEYOND THE VOID?
Chris Bickerton


In his 2004 novel Seeing, Jose Saramago tells the story of a city cut off from the rest of the country. Encircled by government troops, it is the target of assassinations and a vicious media campaign. The government has abandoned the city to its fate, setting itself up in a new capital at a safe distance from the ‘saboteurs’ and ‘terrorists’. What awful act by the city’s inhabitants merited such a response? A vast majority of them – around 80 per cent – spoilt their ballot papers in a national election. Saramago is careful to point out that this was all the citizens did. There was no violence, no organized campaign against the government, no attempt to seize power. The mass uprising was uncoordinated and leaderless. Saramago’s book is about the consequences of a massive withdrawal of consent by citizens in a democracy.

Those familiar with Peter Mair’s classic study Ruling the Void, first published in 2013, will find many common threads with Saramago’s novel. The Portuguese writer rendered as fiction what would become one of Mair’s main insights, namely that democracy in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century has experienced a prolonged withdrawal by citizens from political life. Just as Saramago’s government sneaks out of the capital in the dead of night, hoping that no one will notice them leaving, Mair argues that the withdrawal of consent is mirrored in the actions of the political class itself. Though a far cry from the revolutionary acts of earlier centuries, this withdrawal of consent is highly destabilizing for democratic systems, much more dangerous in fact than any stark opposition between rival ideologies or political programmes. As Saramago’s embattled politicians observe: ‘All I need is to have the enemy in my sights . . . But that is precisely the problem, we don’t know where the enemy is, we don’t even know who they are.’

Refined over the course of his academic career, and summarized in remarkably clear prose in Ruling the Void, Mair’s arguments retain their originality and power. Mair had analysed how party systems were traditionally organized on an axis of regulated competition between left and right. By the early 1990s, however, something had begun to change. Slowly but surely, the familiar ideological conflicts were losing their power, becoming – in the words of a former French prime minister – une langue morte, a dead language. The scaffolding of socialism versus Christian democracy might still supply the outward façade of national political systems, but party politics had been recast around a new dynamic. Jettisoning their ideological programmes, parties now resembled one another more and more. For Mair, this convergence was not just a product of global pressures such as the rise of neoliberalism, or the increasing power of international regimes and regional organizations like the European Union. It was also a product of changes within the parties themselves. Cut off from voters, they survived through their links to the state apparatus. ‘Left versus Right’ had given way to ‘Us versus Them’, as people increasingly considered politicians to be a standalone political class, a casta, identifiable by media soundbites and identikit television appearances.

Politicians were viewed with a mixture of scepticism, fatalism and disdain. Similar sentiments prevailed amongst the governing classes: voters appeared to them as an unruly and truculent mass, manageable only through focus groups and occasional visits to town centres and housing estates, where interaction between governors and the governed was kept to a minimum. Followers of British politics will not have forgotten Prime Minister Gordon Brown’s disastrous walkabout in Rochdale in 2010, when he was caught on camera describing a voter as a ‘bigoted woman’. Labour’s election campaign never recovered.

A void had thus opened up between society and politics: the mass of citizens on one side, politicians on the other. Tellingly, the best political dramas of the period – from West Wing to Borgen – focused their attention on the internal workings of the political bubble, with virtually none of the action taking place outside government offices and television studios.

Some observers of politics have continued to use the old map of left–right politics to navigate their way around these new realities. Others have declared that democracy itself is on its deathbed. Mair pursued a different path. He explored how the void was reshaping political life, creating new sorts of slimmed-down political parties and new types of politicians. It also generated a different style of politics, crude and expletive-filled, as captured in Armando Iannucci’s The Thick of It and Veep – uncontained vitriol accompanied by a striking lack of substance.

The institutional transformation of political parties has been far-reaching. Historically, modern political parties were a product of two trends. One was the decision of the organized labour movement – after much uncertainty and internal deliberation – to embrace nascent forms of parliamentarism. This saw the creation of political organizations tasked with representing the interests of labour in an age of representative government, from the German Social Democratic Party (est. 1863) and the Swedish Social Democratic Party (1889) to the British Labour Party (1900). The other trend was the response by existing parliamentary groups to the expansion of the franchise. Aware that the advent of mass politics was presenting them with challenges but also many opportunities, conservative factions within legislatures began to organize themselves at local level. This gave birth to what we now think of as the classical model of the party, with its different organizational strata: on the ground, in central office and in parliament. It was an institution that translated social conflicts – struggles between labour and capital, confessional religious conflicts, tensions between town and country – into a political programme for government. The party thus incarnated the fusion between society and politics characteristic of twentieth-century mass politics.

Parties in the age of Peter Mair’s void are a very different beast. Simple platforms for office-seeking leaders, they have steadily pushed aside party activists and officials. Newcomers to the political scene cultivate direct ties with voters in an effort to circumvent the clunky intermediary layers of the traditional party. When Silvio Berlusconi set up his own political movement, Forza Italia!, in 1994, he went out of his way to avoid holding any of his party meetings in old Democrazia Cristiana buildings. Instead of synthesizing societal divisions into an identifable programme via the deliberative mechanisms of a national party conference or congress, political parties today hire outside experts and polling consultants to tell them what ‘the people’ think and what issues they should campaign on. In 2007, Sarkozy tasked Boston Consultants with the drafting of his centre- right party’s election manifesto. He also paid for the same consultants to teach his Gaullist deputies how to sell their message to the public. In 2017, Emmanuel Macron’s political offer – to do away with the established political class and to orient the system toward pragmatic problem-solving – originated in an extensive on-the-ground polling exercise, undertaken by a small group working under his personal guidance. He called his new party En Marche! so the name would coincide with his own initials.

The opening of the void has meant that parties have to be creative in their ways of financing themselves, membership dues giving way to reliance on private donations. In some countries, state funding has provided a lifeline, but it has not removed murkier sources of party finance. The decades which Mair associates with the decline and eventual crisis of ‘party democracy’ coincide with an almost never-ending litany of corruption scandals – from the illicit financing of the German Christian Democratic Union (CDU), which badly damaged the reputation of Helmut Kohl, to the short-lived political career of Austria’s one-time political golden boy, ex-chancellor Sebastien Kurz. As part of his reinvention of the centre-right People’s Party (ÖVP), Kurz was accused of using public money to support the publication of opinion polls favourable to the ÖVP and likely to help its election prospects.

‘My generation, it’s all, you know, apaffy, that’s what it’s like . . . Apaffy.’ These are the words of Duffy, the unconventional private detective created by Julian Barnes writing under the pseudonym Dan Kavanagh. The Duffy series spanned the 1980s and Barnes was describing the effects of Margaret Thatcher’s political assault on the organized labour movement in Britain. Mair’s book traces the rise of political apathy: the decline in turnout at elections, the rise in electoral volatility as voters no longer feel any loyalty towards a particular party, and the fall in numbers of card-carrying party members.

Ruling the Void was written before the mass protests in the Puerta del Sol in Madrid in 2011, and before the Brexit referendum of June 2016 and the dramatic parliamentary aftermath. It predates the election of Donald Trump, #MeToo and Black Lives Matter, and the fleeting Corbynization of the British Labour Party. Whereas Mair documented an era of increasing depoliticization, since the book’s publication (and Mair’s untimely death) we have seen new forms of political radicalism emerge, from Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez in the United States to the apotheosis of far-right identitar-ian nationalism in the rhetoric of France’s Eric Zemmour.

Mair’s book documented politics in a largely analogue era. The 1990s, however remarkable it may seem to us now, was a decade almost without mobile phones. The now familiar association of all political ills with the rise of social media came at the very end of the period Mair was documenting: Twitter was founded in 2006 and Apple launched its first iPhone at the beginning of 2007. Has the era captured in Ruling the Void now passed? Was Mair’s book primarily an analysis of that ‘generation without a name’, as the French documentarist Ovidie put it – the generation caught between the transformative power of the baby boomers and the radical stridency of generation Z? Mair opened his Ruling the Void with the much-quoted phrase ‘the age of party democracy is over’. Perhaps it is the crisis of party democracy that is now over.

Evidence suggests that our politics have become more divisive and fractious – from the high numbers of Republican voters who question the legitimacy of the US presidential election of 2020 to the emergence of far-right populist parties in countries hitherto insulated from this sort of politics, such as Spain and Estonia. But what do we really mean by political polarization? In some places, deep-seated ideological polarization has indeed begun to reshape society and politics. Chile’s experiment in constitutional revision is a case in point. After a massive and sustained social revolt in 2019, a convention was given the task of drafting a new constitutional settlement. In an attempt to lock in social democratic politics, public healthcare and education, a nationalized mining industry and many other reforms were included but the new constitution was overwhelmingly rejected in a referendum in the early autumn of 2022. Thirty years after the country’s transition to democracy, political enfranchisement is slowly translating into significant social change but at the cost of immense polarization and confict.

In Western Europe, Mair’s principal focus, something rather different has occurred. The continued convergence between parties – evident in the German SPD’s successful bid to carry Merkel’s policies into a post-Merkel era – coexists alongside a hostile and vicious form of political debate. It is a paradox that as political discourse has become more and more ill-tempered, the issues around which politicians disagree narrows.

A decade on from the publication of Ruling the Void, we have seen changes in levels of participation and political mobilization. But the contentious, citizen-driven politics of the 2010s, from the Indignados in Spain to the piazzas across Italy full to the brim with supporters of Beppe Grillo’s Movimento Cinque Stelle, were expressions of the void that Peter Mair documented more than they were evidence of the void being overcome. They were directed against collusion between the mainstream parties – in Spain, the centre-right Partido Popular (PP) and the centre-left Socialist Party (PSOE) were dismissed as one unitary block, the ‘PPSOE’ – and against the venality of the political class itself. Products of the post-2008 economic crisis and articulating a longstanding sense of political disenfranchisement, these movements were exactly what one might expect when apathy turns to anger, but under conditions of a stark separation between politics and society.

A more complex phenomenon has been the return of traditional ideologies to political parties that had tried to consign these ideas to history. The British Labour Party in the years after Jeremy Corbyn’s successful bid to become leader in 2015 is one of the most interesting cases. The hollowed-out ‘New’ Labour Party had been a key inspiration for Peter Mair’s writings; the return of ideological radicalism to the party should imply a move beyond the politics of the void. A closer analysis suggests otherwise. Certainly, Corbyn was able to halt and reverse the secular trend downwards in party membership: from around 200,000 members in 2014, the number of members had swelled to around 600,000 two years later, a development widely referred to as ‘the Corbyn factor’. As well as boosting membership numbers, Corbynism injected ideological zeal back into the deflated carcass of the post-Blair party. For a time, the success of this endeavour seemed in the balance: the Corbyn-led Labour Party was able to strip Theresa May of her majority at her ill-judged 2017 general election. Two years later, in the 2019 ‘Brexit election’, hopes were high. Some figures involved in the Sanders movement in the United States crossed the Atlantic, hoping to witness ‘the British road to socialism’.

In the event, Corybn lost heavily. The Conservatives, led by Boris Johnson, secured a landslide majority, winning seats that had never before elected anything other than a Labour Party member of parliament. The lesson here is that Peter Mair’s void cannot simply be overcome by capturing an existing party and transforming its programme and positions. Corbynism was the revival of ideological politics in a social vacuum. The core support for the Labour Party in 2017 and again in 2019 was in London and other urban centres across the UK – in the Midlands and in Greater Manchester and Merseyside. Elsewhere, its voters clustered in prosperous university towns and progressive coastal strongholds such as Brighton. Beyond this social bubble, Corbynism had little purchase.

Ruling the Void is a story of politics and society coming apart. A reversal of this trend cannot come from changes taking place within parties and the political sphere alone; nor can the void be filled in by changes in society that do not touch upon our politics. As citizens and politicians continue to confront one another in a relationship marked by a curious mixture of antagonism and indifference, Mair’s book is more relevant than ever.




EDITOR’S FOREWORD
Francis Mulhern

Ruling the Void is the sombre title Peter Mair chose for the book he set out to write late in 2007, at Verso’s suggestion. His sub-title summarized his concern in the plainest terms: it was ‘the hollowing of Western democracy’. Mair’s intention was to develop the arguments he had advanced in an article in New Left Review, marshalling the evidence of declining popular political participation across the longer-established democracies of Europe and tracking the same processes of withdrawal and disengagement in Europe as a whole and in the wider world. ‘This hollowing of democracy has become a very widespread process’, he wrote in his treatment for the book, ‘particularly noticeable since the end of the Cold War.’ It ‘characterizes most of the advanced democracies, and is already evident in many of the new post-communist democracies. Across contemporary Europe, it is both symptomized and facilitated by the growing competences accorded to the deliberately depoliticized institutions of the EU. But it is also visible outside Europe, and particularly in North America.’ At the heart of Mair’s analysis was the concept of the political party as a vehicle of social interests, as an organizer of citizens and also of governance, in its successive forms from the mass parties of the first phase of general suffrage to the ‘cartel parties’ of recent times. His central judgement was decided and grave: ‘the age of party democracy has passed’, he wrote, in the opening sentence of his introduction, and with that a whole phase in the history of what we have known as democratic government.

This was a very large claim, even from an author well known among his disciplinary colleagues in political science for his willingness to pose large, difficult questions, to which he brought richly informing and subtilizing personal experience. Peter Mair was born on 3 March 1951 and grew up in the village of Rosses Point on the north-western coast of Ireland, the youngest child of Scots and Irish parents of differing religious dispositions, in years when the presumptions of the official nation and the Catholic Church went largely unchecked in the Irish Republic, and a precocious socialist in a political climate where red scares were respectable and potent. After school he entered University College Dublin (where we met, on the eve of our first classes). His initial studies were in history, economics and mathematics – along with English literature, for a time, just for pleasure. But politics claimed him once and for all, and after graduating in History and Politics he turned to the specialism he went on to practise with such distinction. There followed lectureships in the universities of Limerick and Strathclyde, the European University Institute (Florence) and Manchester. Peter was awarded his doctorate at Leiden – for a study that soon became a standard work, The Changing Irish Party System (1987) – and moved to teach there in 1990, the year in which he published his prize-winning study (co-written with Stefano Bartolini), Identity, Competition and Electoral Availability. Two years later came Representative Government in Modern Europe (with Michael Gallagher and Michael Laver) and his appointment as Professor of Political Science and Comparative Politics. His last move was to the European University Institute, which he had first joined as a research assistant and doctoral student in 1978 and to which he now returned, twenty-seven years later, as an internationally recognized master in his special field of political parties and party systems, to take up the chair in Comparative Politics. This record of institutional affiliations is first of all the index of an impressively hard-working and fruitful academic career, to be set beside the many other marks of achievement and esteem in a crowded curriculum vitae – editorships, senior disciplinary responsibilities, visiting appointments, inaugural and commemorative lectures – and, not least, the abundant, unprompted personal testimony of colleagues and students. Beyond that, however, it also traces an individual history of migration. Not just travel, which any reasonably successful academic can expect, in the form of trips to conferences and guest lectures (and there were many of them too), but migration as an experience of resettlement, in this case repeated and plural, of personal reorientation in new cultural and social conditions. Peter’s parents had travelled long distances, in the special circumstances of imperial and wartime service: his Scots father served in the Indian Army, and met his future wife, a military nurse, in North Africa, eventually settling with her in Ireland. Their son travelled easily and settled more readily than most people ever do, making his career abroad from the age of twenty-five, living for significant periods in a total of five European countries. After Ireland, Scotland: Peter was proud of his mixed antecedents, and the Scots word outwith, which he came upon in Glasgow and quickly came to cherish as both indispensable and untranslatable, stayed with him, like a keepsake, through all his subsequent migrations. His time in the Netherlands was the longest of his adult life – fifteen years, after his first spell in Italy and a further six years in England – and personally the most significant to him: it was there that he married and had children. Italy, where the family moved in 2005, was already a home of another kind, along with Ireland the country of his longest working association, where from earliest days visiting friends were struck to re-encounter this man so completely familiar from past settings yet so calmly absorbed in his new one. Calm and curiosity together were the defining qualities of Peter’s intellectual disposition, indeed, and his gift to the many who benefited from his teaching and writing. Something akin to the comparativism he upheld as a precept of rational inquiry was already present as ethos, in his way of being.

Throughout, for Peter, Ireland remained fundamental. He returned frequently for family holidays. Irish writing featured prominently in his eclectic personal canon: alongside Chandler, Vonnegut and Lodge sat Heaney and Flann O’Brien, and others particularly associated with his home region, Yeats, most eminently, and John McGahern. The country itself was a continuing special academic interest, and he maintained active working relations with the department in which he had studied in UCD. Of course, the engagement with Irish politics had always been more than academic. Peter was active in the controversies that divided the student left in the early seventies, most notably those over the crisis in the North at the defining moment of Bloody Sunday, and the prospect of Ireland’s entry into the European Economic Community. He was also an active journalist at that time, and writing for newspapers and non-specialist magazines (print and latterly also online) continued to be a part of his intellectual repertoire, in Ireland, where he wrote for the Irish Times and Magill, and also in the other countries he lived in: the UK (New Left Review, London Review of Books, Independent), Netherlands (Beleid en Maatschappij) and Italy (Reset). The emerging emphasis of his interventions was the need for popular-democratic reforms in the countries of the European Union – most notably perhaps in Ireland, where he spoke on public platforms and acted as adviser to the pressure group We the Citizens, calling for reform of the Irish political system – and in the central political institutions of the EU itself. Ruling the Void was to synthesize years of scientific and scholarly work in that critical perspective.

For several years, work on the book went steadily forward, whether in the direct form of draft chapters filling out an evolving compositional scheme or, indirectly, in scholarly papers of substantial overlapping interest – but was then foreclosed on 15 August 2011, when Peter Mair died suddenly, on holiday in Ireland, aged just sixty. The volume now presented here brings together both kinds of writing, from the last six years of his life, in an effort to create a coherent, although necessarily incomplete, version of the book he set out to write, conveying something of the moral temper as well as the scientific and scholarly gifts he brought to his thinking about the prospects for democracy today. The work will speak for itself; the point of this foreword is simply to explain to readers how those writings have been made into this book.

Of the four texts that were available for the purpose, the first and longest is the partial manuscript of the Verso book. This is a continuous piece of writing seventy-seven pages long and marked ‘working draft’. It appears here in the form in which it was left, as the introduction and chapters 1, 2 and 3 of Ruling the Void, with some editorial modification: the text has been copy-edited throughout in the ordinary way, and some lines elucidating the notion of ‘the cartel party’ have been borrowed from draft material for another book-length work in progress, Democracy and the Cartelization of Political Parties, this one co-authored with Richard S. Katz.

The other three texts are in one sense or another published works: ‘Popular democracy and the European Union polity’, European Governance Papers C-05-03, May 2005; ‘Political opposition and the European Union’, Government and Opposition, 42:1, 2007; ‘Smaghi vs. the parties: representative government and institutional constraints’, Conference on Democracy in Straitjackets: Politics in an Age of Permanent Austerity, Ringberg Castle, Munich, March 2011. The first of these very amply makes good one of the most important missing elements in the fragmentary draft: a discussion of the political institutions of the European Union, as distinct from the European nation-states whose polities are the main focus of the first three chapters. The remaining two papers are for different reasons not suitable for inclusion in their entirety: one substantially reiterates the content of the 2005 paper, and the other rests on a detailed, time-limited case study not in keeping with the generalizing manner of the draft. However, it was clear that both could help to make good a second regrettable lack – the absence of a full discussion of the general significance of populist oppositions in today’s advanced democracies, a matter which, although certainly one of the preoccupations of ‘Popular Democracy’, was to have had a chapter to itself in the scheme of Ruling the Void. With this in view, I have transposed relevant passages from these papers into the main text on the EU polity, which, with ordinary copy-editing and some structural adjustment, now makes a long Chapter 4. Full details appear in the notes at the relevant places.

Thus, the book as it now appears corresponds in content to five of the seven chapters originally proposed, and includes one unforeseen at the outset, devoted to the crisis of party as a governmental form. While chapters on advanced democracies outside Europe, most notably the United States, and on the historical prospect of a ‘partyless democracy’ are lost to us, there are numerous indications, general and sometimes direct, of what Peter Mair might have said about the former and a great deal to suggest how he viewed the latter. Ruling the Void as we have it is about Europe, chiefly the older democracies of its western zone, and the transnational polity of the European Union, but the vision it offers is quite general, as if renewing in its own idiom the classic warning, de te fabula narratur – this story is about you.

Two further editorial measures call for particular mention. The first was the decision to supplement the prose of Chapter 4 with a pair of tables setting out the electoral record of the west European populist oppositions over the past thirty-odd years. The intention here – again – was to help offset the absence of a full discussion of this political phenomenon, while taking care not to introduce any new element of evaluation into the existing prose. The second was technical, and concerns the scholarly apparatus. The fragmentary draft, although referenced throughout, was left without its supporting bibliography – understandably – and the complete, integrated bibliography included here has been built up beginning from those included in the three already-published texts. These two specialized tasks have been carried out by Camille Bedock, a researcher in the European University Institute, to whom I offer my warm thanks.

I have also to thank Dick Katz, who very kindly made available the draft material from Democracy and the Cartelization of Political Parties, which he continues to work on. Above all, I am grateful to Karin Tilmans, Peter’s wife, for her help and encouragement.
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