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Abstract

Arguably more than any other party, the PSI and its leader Bettino Craxi are
identified with the corruption and clientelism that were a major factor in the
deep crisis of party democracy in the early 1990s. This paper, however, shifts
the attention away from corruption to the internal transformation of the PSI
during the 1980s in order to explore how the party’s development
contributed to the crisis of party democracy. The paper investigates how the
PSI re-invented itself in three ways since the late-1970s. First, ideologically,
the party made a definite rupture with its Marxist ideological traditions,
embracing free market capitalism and representative democracy. Second,
representationally, it moved from the representation of pre-existing societal
cleavages to ‘statal’ representation, identifying with the interests, and, to a
lesser extent, institutions of the state in times of a widely-felt democratic and
economic crisis. Third, organizationally, it transformed into a ‘lighter’ and
more personalized movement, in which the emphasis was no longer on acting
as a social-integrative force, but on its function as a governing party. Whereas
these changes largely coincided with an unprecedented socialist ascent to
power, they ultimately contributed to the decline of the party and Italy’s party
system at large. The party’s triple transformation encouraged its
entanglement with the state and its alienation from society; while its claim to
reform ailing democratic institutions not only failed to materialise, but also
further delegitimized existing representative institutions - including that of
the party itself. The paper concludes by exploring until what extent the case

of the PSI might epitomize the fate of other traditional parties in Europe.
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