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Conference Concept Note

Popular participation and representation are the great antipodes of contemporary democratic theory.
The former embodies the principle that political power resides in the individual; the latter thatin the
exercise of political authority such power must be delegated and exercised in a fiduciary capacity for the
community of individuals. Yet representative delegation dilutes popular authority and requires regimes
of accountability beyond elections; but popular control produces majoritarian tyranny if unconstrained.

In the construction of mediating institutions—governments and vanguard institutions mostly—political
communities have drawn on a variety of theories that have sought to reconcile these core principles in the
construction of government that is accepted as legitimate and thus whose authority over the polity may be
asserted even without individual consent. Liberal democracies have moved from the concept of the
embodiment of political self-constitution as incarnated in the body of a person (the Greek monos
arkhein) 1o its incarnation within the body (res) of the people (publicues). But that incarnation, as well, has
been situated within vanguard organizations—aristos kratia—the characteristics of which have undergone
tremendous ideological transformation since the time of the Roman Republic—with its most powerful
current expressions as liberal republican, Marxist Leninist vanguardist, transnational multilateralist
organization.

This panel brings together scholars and commentators from Europe, China and the United States to
consider the issues of the emergence of the markers of democratic self-constitution in illiberal states. To
that end Panelists will focus on the current process of constitutional revision in Cuba, a traditional
Marxist-Leninist State in the process of self-transformation. For the last several years Cuba has been in
the midst of a quite public national effort at reform. To that end it has revised its core political and
economic principles through a complex process under the leadership of its Communist Party (PCC).
Those reforms to the organizing political and economic theory of the state then produced a move to
reform the national constitution to reflect these reforms. In both cases, the PCC and the state apparatus



attempted to invoke the core mechanics of popular participation even as it sought to manage that
participation under the leadership of the PCC and popular representatives in national institutions.

What makes this process particularly interesting, with ramifications both for liberal democratic systems
and multilateralist supra-national organizations with deep commitment to democratic principles, is the
way in which the process of popular participation used multiple spaces. In particular, the emergence of
social media platforms as novel ‘constitutive spaces’ pose a conundrum for constitutional theory.
Through the use of qualitative and quantitative measures this paper seeks to better understand both the
changing character of popular participation in representative institutions, and its consequences for
democratic theory.

Panelists will first present the preliminary results of their study, 7/%e Democratic Constitution of llliberal
States—An Empirical Approach to 1heorizing Popular Participation, Representation and Constitutional
Reform in Cuba. Afier an introduction to the study and its methodology, the panelists will discuss the
findings based on analysis from government web sites, the official reports, and social media sites to
examine the contours of participation, its constitution, and its limitations. Four data sets were used to
seek to produce a more nuanced and complex ecology of participation. The data sets included popular
unofficial commentary on government web sites providing information about the constitutional process,
commentary produced on a web site organized by elite civil society members. The third drew from
comments on a facebook discussion site. The fourth drew from official summaries of the results of formal
public popular consultation organized by the PCC and state officials. The last drew on the summaries of
the intervention of Cuban legislators as they discussed the popular commentary and revised the draft
proposed constitution. From these panelists will seek to draw a clearer understanding of the nature of
popular participation, and consider consequences and applications both within Cuba and beyond. Other
commentators will then respond and comment on this work and suggest its implications for other states.



