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Abstract. The article critically reflects on the main theo-
ries of democracy in ‘the short 20th century’, ascertain-
ing that the seemingly different and mutually exclusive 
discussions share a similar sentiment – political agora-
phobia and a simultaneous ‘privatisation’ of the demo-
cratic idea, which strengthens the belief that democracy 
is not universally applicable because it is a matter of 
a very specific civilisational environment. The author 
continues by identifying the dissonance between the 
etymological origin or original meaning of democracy 
and its understanding today. He concludes that democ-
racy actually never meant the rule (archos) of the peo-
ple, but was born as an idea foregrounding the power 
or the capacity (krátos) of the people (dēmos). 
Key words: democracy, representation, politics, depoliti-
cisation, election

Introduction

A cursory overview of the central theoretical discussions of democracy in 
the ‘short 20th century’ reveals that the prima facie very different and mutu-
ally exclusive theories share a similar sentiment – political agoraphobia or 
fear of the people, and the related desire to depoliticise political communi-
ties. What do we mean by this? What we have in mind is the series of mac-
ropolitical transformations in Western liberal democracies that triggered a 
process of transferring the decision-making to completely new agents that 
are not politically supervised or held responsible, transformations usually 
accompanied by the eschatological surrogates of academic elites in the 
form of uttering ‘the end of history’, ‘the clash of civilisations’, ‘the inexist-
ence of alternatives’ and ‘the preservation of credibility’. 

Without too much exertion, we can note that Walter Lippman’s early 
warning that “the public must be put in its place” resonated in all subsequent 
decades. Lippman’s division of a political community into “responsible 
men” and “bewildered herd” is evoked in the notable report by the Trilateral 
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Commission – an NGO established in 1973 by David Rockefeller – entitled 
The Crisis of Democracy: Report on the Governability of Democracies. In this 
report, which tried to reflect on the turbulent era of 1968 and especially the 
strategies for preventing any future repetition, the authors Michel Crozier, 
Samuel P. Huntington and Joji Watanuki identified the “excess of democ-
racy” as the main reason for political instability (Crozier et al., 1975: 113). 
As this trio of eminent experts note, what is needed to normalise the con-
ditions is primarily a “greater degree of moderation in democracy” in lib-
eral political communities. For Huntington, this means returning to the past 
when “Truman had been able to govern the country with the cooperation 
of a relatively small number of Wall Street lawyers and bankers” (ibid.: 98). 

Huntington notes that the sources of political power in American society 
have diversified, which is why the “governance of democracy” is threatened 
by “previously passive or unorganised groups”, such as “blacks, Indians 
(sic!), Chicanos, white ethnic groups, students, and women”, which are now 
“mobilised and organised in new ways to achieve what they considered to 
be their appropriate share of the action and of the rewards” (ibid.: 61). Hun-
tington concludes that, for democracy to function healthily, “some measure 
of apathy and noninvolvement (sic!) on the part of some individuals and 
groups” is required (ibid.: 114). Who these apathetic individuals and groups 
are supposed to be is something Huntington does not need to specifically 
point out. 

The parallelism with previous attempts at neutralising democracy is 
incredible. We can return to the very beginning of the gradual transforma-
tion of the original meaning of democracy, which can be located in the 
late 18th century when the revolutions on both sides of the Atlantic led to 
democracy being sophisticatedly subsumed under the ideal of republican-
ism. Without reading Thomas Paine, people came to realise that “society in 
every state is a blessing, but government even in its best state is but a neces-
sary evil; in its worst state an intolerable one” (Paine, 1995: 6). Moreover, 
they were so successful in organising everyday life in post-war times that 
Benjamin Franklin had to warn the delegates of the Pennsylvania constitu-
tional convention to expedite the setting up of a new government: 

Gentleman, you see that in the anarchy in which we live society man-
ages much as before. Take care, if our disputes last too long, that the 
people do not come to think that they can very easily do without us (in 
Krimerman and Perry, 1966: xv).

The Founding Fathers thus quickly recognised the need to set up a mini-
mal government as soon as possible. By adopting the Articles of Confedera-
tion and Perpetual Union in 1777 – which came into force in 1781 after 
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being ratified by all the states – the government was actually set up. During 
this process, there was a great increase in the influence of the (conservative 
reading of the) English and French Enlightenment political philosophy. This 
resulted in a small, yet crucial discontinuity between the radical ideas of the 
Declaration of Independence and the moderate propositions of the new 
federal constitution (1787) and the Bill of Rights (1789). While the Decla-
ration understood government merely as an artificial formation needed to 
protect an individual’s right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, the 
constitutional wording already understood it in a completely different way 
since the government again became an instrument of preserving and repro-
ducing social differences by protecting an individual’s right to life,  liberty 
and private property. 

In his study of the Founding Fathers, Richard Hofstadter (1989: 6–7) 
notes that what connected them was not only their resourcefulness in organ-
ising the new nation, but especially the fact that practically all of them were 
great enemies of democracy.1 It is thus no surprise that Madison defined the 
main task of government as to “protect the minority of the opulent against 
the majority”, or that John Jay demanded that “people who own the country 
ought to govern it”. Thus, the post-revolutionary period did not lead to a 
break off from the old regime or a revitalised democracy; while transcend-
ing the monarchist sediments, it nevertheless left all of the key issues unre-
solved. It definitively suppressed the humanistic ideals of Paine and (partly) 
Jefferson as it built the new political architecture of the United States on a 
Hobbesian ontology, according to which an individual is an egoistic being 
while in its natural condition society is a space of war of all against all. 

According to Hofstadter (ibid.: 13), the greatest irony of the new con-
stitution lay precisely in it building on a political theory that is a direct 
counterpoint to the American democratic sentiments and according to 
which democracy is a precondition for freedom. For the Founding Fathers, 
democracy was first and foremost a menace to the liberty of the social and 
economic elites. In analogy with Paine, the new constitution built a state, 
not a society, which is why – despite the hegemonic interpretations by the 
“consensus historians” – it has to be read as a document that definitively 
dispensed with the hope of utopia in the new world. Its sole purpose was to 
preserve the status quo or, in line with the interpretation of Staughton Lynd 
(2009a; 2009b), to reach a historical compromise between the rival centres 
of power (the capitalistic North and the slave South) on preserving the old 
privileges, a suitable economic system for the new state, the relation to pri-
vate property within it and thereby the fate of slavery. 

1  For more on anti-democratic inclinations of the Founding Fathers, see Hofstadter’s essay The 

Founding Fathers: An Age of Realism (1989: 6–21). 
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The main guideline of the constitutional convention was thus not a gen-
eral emancipation of the dēmos, but the spread of the illusion that the new 
constitution follows the “principle that government originates from the 
people; but let the people be taught … that they are not able to govern them-
selves” (Belknap in Hofstadter, 1989: 9). However, there is one thing the 
new political elites in the United States cannot be reproached for. In their 
explanations of the new system, they openly admitted that democracy is 
not an idea that should be defended. As David Graeber (2013: 154) reminds 
us, in the US constitution, moreover in all 13 constitutions of the American 
states that had gained their independence after the war, the word “democ-
racy” does not appear even once. 

(Re)thinking Democracy

All of the cases we mentioned above can at least partly answer the ques-
tion posed some years ago by Immanuel Wallerstein (2001: 96): how is it 
even possible that, with its radical aspirations, democracy has today become 
a generally accepted slogan without any real content? Wallerstein’s rhetori-
cal question is a good reminder that, in the current discussions on democ-
racy, we can discern two completely separate approaches to its treatment. 
The first approach understands democracy simply as a word whose birth 
is to be found in Ancient Greece, while the second approach understands 
democracy as a set of egalitarian decision-making procedures and every-
day practices that first started to be characterised as ‘democratic’ in antiquity 
(cf. Graeber, 2007). But, as John Keane points out, democracy differs from 
things that today carry the names of their immortal inventors, precisely by 
having no creator. Moreover, “[t]he roots of the family of terms that make up 
the language of democracy, and exactly where and when the word was first 
used, remain a mystery. Democracy carefully guards her secrets. Through 
the fog of the past only random clues appear, in the guise of wild-looking, 
ungroomed figures” (Keane, 2009: x).

The study of democracy thus requires a new chronotope of analysis. 
This may clearly be seen in the contributions by John Keane (2009), Isakhan 
and Stockwell (2012; 2015) and especially Martin Bernal (1987; 2001; 2006) 
who do not forget the pre-Athenian history of democracy in their discus-
sions. They point out that modern democracy has different genealogies, 
explaining why the attempt to demarcate the democratic idea from the rest 
of the world – especially the systematic erasure of the Afro-Asian influence 
on Ancient Greece – should be understood as an attempt at establishing a 
Eurocentric discourse about the primacy of ‘European’ culture. In his other-
wise excellent discussion entitled Democracy Ancient and Modern, Moses 
I.  Finley concludes:



Žiga VODOVNIK

TEORIJA IN PRAKSA let. 54, 1/2017

42

It was the Greeks, after all, who discovered [sic!] not only democracy but 
also politics, the art of reaching decisions by public discussion and then 
of obeying those decisions as a necessary condition of civilized social 
existence. I am not concerned to deny the possibility that there were prior 
examples of democracy, the so-called tribal democracies, for instance, or 
the democracies in early Mesopotamia that some Assyriologists believe 
they can trace. Whatever the facts may be about the latter, their impact 
on history, on later societies, was null. The Greeks, and only the Greeks, 
discovered democracy in that sense, precisely as Christopher Columbus, 
not some Viking Seaman, discovered America (Finley, 1996: 13–14).

Finley’s historical sloppiness in the above quote (not only the last sen-
tence) also characterises other attempts to recover the uniqueness and 
inseparable connection of democracy with the European tradition or even 
civilisation. Since such cases have been listed and also deconstructed on 
numerous occasions, let it suffice here to mention just one such case, that 
is, Huntington’s article or book The Clash of Civilizations (1993/1996). 
 Huntington argues that democracy is a wholly Western idea. Even more, it is 
so Western an idea that it is incompatible with all other civilisations, which 
is why the West should abandon its endeavours to spread it: 

At a superficial level much of Western culture has indeed permeated the 
rest of the world. At a more basic level, however, Western concepts dif-
fer fundamentally from those prevalent in other civilizations. Western 
ideas of individualism, liberalism, constitutionalism, human rights, 
equality, liberty, the rule of law, democracy, free markets, the separation 
of church and state, often have little resonance in Islamic, Confucian, 
Japanese, Hindu, Buddhist or Orthodox cultures (Huntington, 1993: 40).

It is needless to point out all the examples of arbitrariness in Hunting-
ton’s explanation of democracy, especially in his use of particular concepts 
(the concept of civilisation itself), which only confirm the critiques of Euro-
centrism or Orientalism in academia.2 Huntington’s analysis is not only arbi-
trary, but with all its biological generalisations, religious and racial preju-
dices and cultural constructs it borders on racism. The book simply contains 
too many contentious theses – like the one about the Islamic and Confucian 
civilisations being antidemocratic by definition because they hinder the 
expansion of democratic norms in society. Nevertheless, such treatments of 
democracy became the standard and contributed to developing the demo-
cratic canon as we know it today. 

2  Perhaps the most lucid critique of Huntington’s theory can be found in Graeber’s text “There Never 

was a West: or, Democracy Emerges from the Spaces in Between”. See Graeber (2007).
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The irony is that both in the past and today the democratic canon was and 
is developed by authors who are most sceptical about the very idea of democ-
racy, be it Plato’s defence of the ruler-philosopher, Hobbes’ justification of 
the transfer of sovereignty and representation, Schumpeter’s elitist explana-
tion of political struggle or Huntington’s already mentioned explanation of 
the (un)democratic inclinations of individual civilisations. These analyses 
are not only problematic for their academic weight or for strengthening the 
hegemonic research paradigm, which consequently trivialises and marginal-
ises all attempts at retrieving the ‘secret history’ of democracy (Isakhan and 
Stockwell, 2012). The problem is much larger and much more fateful than 
the disqualifications in academic discussions, the ideological influence on 
younger generations, the defence of the field of research etc. Such standards 
of the history of democracy also hold important political consequences. The 
‘privatisation’ of the democratic idea strengthens the belief that democracy is 
not universally applicable because it is a matter of a very specific civilisational 
environment, geography and genetics. However, its history is thereby over-
looked, its present distorted and its vision of the future unfortunately limited. 

As Francesca Polletta (2002: vii) acknowledges, democracy is a most elu-
sive concept, which only becomes more difficult to study with time because, 
with the inflation of the word democracy, the concept loses its content. 
In her assessment, F. Polletta evokes T. S. Eliot, who decades ago already 
observed that “when a term has become so universally sanctified as ‘democ-
racy’ now is, I begin to wonder whether it means anything, in meaning too 
many things” (Eliot, 1940: 11–12). It thus comes as no surprise that Finley 
(1996) even concludes that, due to all the semantic changes and abuses, 
democracy as a concept has been devaluated to the point of analytical use-
lessness. Democracy is thus an empty signifier. 

If we follow the classical or, according to Bernal (1987), the “Aryan 
model” of studying democracy, this dilemma is already visible in the very 
discrepancy between the etymological origin or the original meaning of 
democracy and its present understanding. This is because democracy never 
actually meant the rule of the people, but was born as a word referring to 
the power or capacity (krátos) of the people (dēmos). To be more precise, 
democracy became a substitute for republicanism only in the 18th but espe-
cially the 19th century, when it also took on today’s meaning – namely, the 
rule of the people manifested through political representation, elections, 
and majoritarianism. 

Josiah Ober (2007b; 2007c), one of the leading researchers of Athenian 
democracy, shows that the original meaning of democracy is radically 
different to its republican explanations. According to Ober, δημοκρατία 
(dēmos + krátos) differs from other political regimes already in never having 
been founded on numbers and quantities (cf. Bensaïd, 2012). As opposed 
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to monarchy where monos points to the rule of one, or oligarchy where 
hoi oligoi implies the rule of a small group of people, dēmos in democracy 
means the capacity of all (Ober, 2007b). Ober believes we need to distin-
guish between two completely different uses and understandings of dēmos: 
the capital-D Dēmos and the small-d dēmos. As Ober writes:

The primary meaning of dēmos to the Athenians was not “Assemblymen,” 
but “the whole of the Athenian citizen body.” This latter meaning, which 
we might characterize as “capital-D Dēmos,” was an ideological con-
struct. This Dēmos was real, in that there were indeed some 20,000 or 
30,000 individuals living in fourth-century Athens who enjoyed full 
citizen rights; but Dēmos could not be perceived by the senses. No one 
had ever seen Dēmos; it was too big ever to gather in any one place. 
Therefore, the Athenian Dēmos was not, as M. I. Finley supposed, a “face-
to-face society”, but an example of what Benedict Anderson has called 
an “imagined community” (Ober, 1989: 329–330).

In addition to the ideological explanation of dēmos, there was a com-
pletely institutional or, even better, operational explanation that rejected 
determinism in the capital-D Dēmos. Although the understanding of dēmos 
as participants of the assemblies on Pnyx prima facie suggests a drastic nar-
rowing of the concept of Dēmos, it thereby ipso facto opens the possibility 
for a radical critique of citizenship as a normative disposition and the natu-
ralisation of a political community. A similar elaboration of the polysemy of 
dēmos can be found in Mogens H. Hansen (1999). Hansen claims that for 
democrats dēmos meant all people or the Athenian people as a whole, while 
for philosophers and the critics of democracy it meant a specific (as a rule 
marginalised) social class and was used as a synonym for ochlos, aporoi or 
plethos. All the subsequent discussions take up the duality of dēmos and con-
sequently the understanding of (Athenian) dēmokratia. Thus, some believe 
that democracy is a specific political regime primarily characterised by 
inclusivity and the cooperation of political community, while others believe 
it is a political regime characterised by re-appropriation and conflict.3 

We have already mentioned the problematic common definition of 
democracy as the rule of the people, which is not only limited to the politi-
cal sphere but also a regular feature of hegemonic explanations in the aca-
demic world. Ober points out that, with a more precise examination of the 
terminology, we can reject not only the ‘textbook’ definition of democracy 
as the rule of the people but also the alternative definition that understands 

3  For more on the other meanings and the use of dēmos – for example, as a political institution, 

assembly, the lowest level of administration or municipality – see Hansen (2010).
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democracy as a pejorative word or a warning about the forcefulness of the 
mob (hoi polloi). According to Ober, the original meaning of democracy 
is the “capacity to effect change in the public realm” – that is, “the empow-
ered demos” and not just the “power of the demos”. In his deconstruction 
of democracy, Ober shows the specificity of dēmos while simultaneously 
highlighting the specificity of the suffix krátos. Dēmokratia also differs from 
other political regimes in lacking arkhē or the logic of reign. If mon-archy 
and olig-archy clearly point to a specific regime of reign, demo-cracy is 
based precisely on the lack of this logic since krátos signifies a quite differ-
ent conception of power. 

We can thus again refer to Newman’s remark that what (hegemonic) 
political theory perceives and understands as real are merely the “visible, 
representative identities situated on an ontological field organized by sover-
eign power; it is concerned with how we are governed, or with the norma-
tive principles or constitutive logics upon which political power is founded” 
(Newman, 2014: 94). 

The Scandal of Democracy 

From today’s perspective, the idea of Athenian democracy remains 
equally radical and relevant exactly when it comes to the critique of political 
representation and the rejection of elections as a wholly aristocratic instru-
ment. In pursuing this goal, we will not go into a detailed elaboration of the 
institutional solutions of Athenian democracy. There are two very simple 
reasons for this: numerous breakthrough works have been written about 
this highly relevant question in recent years, with Hansen’s The Athenian 
Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes (1999) itself already being able to 
completely fill this void. But a much more substantial reason lies in our 
intention never having been to examine the already known limitation of 
Athenian democratic practice, whose exclusion of approximately 80–90 per 
cent of the entire population – that is, women, foreigners, slaves and others 
– is too often understood as an argument for its irrelevance. 

Our reading will be different because we will focus on the Athenian 
democratic idea and its lasting relevance. We will argue that the develop-
ment of Athenian democracy is not to be understood merely through the 
physical joining of the Acropolis with the city (polis) and the countryside 
(chora), since the democratic polis was formed as a political entity primarily 
by changing the existing political relations. The introduction of Athenian 
democracy was only possible after the realisation that the predominating 
social and political forms limited the overall development (including the 
spread of freedom) or used it solely to the advantage of privileged aristo-
cratic families. The democratic polis was thus not actually founded on a 



Žiga VODOVNIK

TEORIJA IN PRAKSA let. 54, 1/2017

46

social contract, as many liberal theoreticians emphasise in their reading, 
but on conflict. In their accounts of Athenian democracy, several authors 
(Engels, 1979: 318; Thorley, 1996: 10; Lukšič, 2013: 16) thus point out the 
social, economic and political transformations that enabled or coincided 
with the establishment of the new democratic order – chiefly the elimina-
tion of the old organs of the gentile constitution or the privileges of par-
ticular gentes, phratries and tribes – resulted in the redistribution of wealth, 
debt cancellation and the removal of mortgage stones from mortgaged 
land, which also facilitated the political emancipation of Athenians. Since 
Athenian democracy was born out of political struggles between the rich 
and poor, the powerful and powerless in Athens, and upon which its future 
also depended, it is not surprising that with its introduction there developed 
numerous institutions in the service of limiting the power of the richest (e.g. 
ostracism, graphe paranomon).

In this regard, we wholly concur with Finley’s (1996: 15) remark that the 
argument of the slave or oligarchic nature of Athenian democracy is justi-
fied but at the same time at least as misleading. Despite the incontestable 
limitation of the Athenian project, which is an outcome of the identified 
exclusion of the majority, the democratic idea as it appeared in Athens in 
the 5th and 4th centuries BC nevertheless meant a novelty that was later only 
rarely repeated. So the Athenian conception of democracy is not character-
ised merely by the exclusion of the undisputable majority but equally by 
the inclusion or extension of dēmos, resulting in the political equality of 
socially and economically quite different citizens. As Josiah Ober (2007a) 
would say, the emergence of Athenian democracy needs to be also under-
stood as an epistemological shift that influenced and was simultaneously 
determined by the way the Athenians thought, spoke and interacted. There 
are, of course, other criticisms of the Athenian account of democracy that 
try to stress its irrelevance for contemporary political communities. One of 
the most frequent objections is the argument about the greater complex-
ity of contemporary societies. However, we can once again note that such 
objections are completely wrong since the problems stemming from the 
complexity of contemporary societies are first and foremost technical and 
not political, with the increasing technical complexity of the modern world 
not necessarily implying any political difference between the two situations 
(Finley, 1996: 15). Here, technical knowledge is unjustifiably mistaken for 
political understanding. Naturally, such objections are worthy of further 
serious consideration but lie beyond our scope or our intention of reflect-
ing on the Athenian democratic idea as a way of critiquing political repre-
sentation and elections.

In the past, numerous authors observed that elections are a wholly aris-
tocratic instrument whose very basis is completely opposed the idea of 
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democracy. This is because elections do not rest on the presupposition of 
the equality and relevance of all members of the community, but originate 
in the idea of the relevance of choosing the best, or aristoi. In view of this, 
Finley does not overlook that the directness of Athenian democracy was 
the best cure for the illnesses suffered by contemporary political communi-
ties – political elites and corruption. The people’s assembly, kleroterion as 
an instrument of selection by lot and thereby the rotation of positions of 
power, the absence of (a paid and constant) bureaucracy, jury courts etc. 
were institutional solutions that consciously aimed to prevent the detrimen-
tal influence of the financial centres of power, the professionalisation of 
politics and the rise of bureaucracy.4 

According to Bernard Manin (1997), the principles of representative gov-
ernment are not a deviation from the idea of Athenian democracy simply 
when it comes to physical presence or absence, but imply a deeper discon-
tinuity. They concern the very understanding of a political community and 
the eligibility to be inscribed in the political process. In Athens too, certain 
functions were delegated and thus carried a component of representation, 
but their institutional implementation was nevertheless founded on the 
idea of the intrinsic equality and relevance of everyone. Put differently, the 
directness of Athenian democracy, which is today in complete opposition 
to the ideals of republicanism, did not merely involve a physical presence 
but rather a logic according to which members of individual bodies were 
recruited – that is, the logic of sortition (selecting by lot). 

The problem of elections is not only the freedom of choice but also 
the freedom of repeated choice, which of course prevents the principle of 
rotation as the basic axiom of the democratic process, thus leading to the 
gradual professionalisation of politics. Manin even concludes that the dif-
ference between the “representative” and “direct” models is not found in 
the number of people participating in political decision-making but in the 
method of their selection. Representative systems are thus not ‘representa-
tive’ due to the small number of persons ruling in the name of the people 
but because the selection of representatives occurs only through elections. 
If we were to consider the mechanics of selection through a broader tem-
poral perspective, we could also observe that it is completely unjustified 
to relate elections exclusively with republicanism since, throughout history, 
elections have related more to the feudal tradition. 

4  A similar role was played by ostracism or judgement by shards that enabled exile, but at the same 

time the preservation of property and the citizenship of those members of the community that had too large 

an influence or posed some other threat to democracy. We should also recall the graphe paranomon pro-

cedure, which enabled a citizen who made an illegal or an antidemocratic proposal at the Assembly to be 

put on trial. With a conviction adopted by a jury court selected by lot, the vote or even the adoption of the 

contestable proposition was retroactively annulled, that is, if it had taken place at the Assembly. 
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James Madison offered a similar explanation in the heated discussions 
prior to the adoption of the new US Constitution, repeatedly emphasising 
there is an important difference between democracy and the republic – a 
republic founded on representation is actually a completely different, supe-
rior political regime. In this case, the representative moment must not be 
understood only as a technical necessity conditioned by the physical inca-
pacity of assembling the dēmos in larger political communities since the aim 
of representation is 

to refine and enlarge the public views, by passing them through the 
medium of a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom may best discern 
the true interest of their country, and whose patriotism and love of jus-
tice will be least likely to sacrifice it to temporary or partial considera-
tions. Under such a regulation, it may well happen that the public voice, 
pronounced by the representatives of the people, will be more consonant 
to the public good than if pronounced by the people themselves, con-
vened for the purpose (Madison, 2009: 52).

In Federalist No. 10, Madison explains that

a pure democracy, by which I mean a society consisting of a small num-
ber of citizens, who assemble and administer the government in person, 
can admit of no cure for the mischiefs of faction. … Hence it is that such 
democracies have ever been spectacles of turbulence and contention; 
have ever been found incompatible with personal security or the rights 
of property; and have in general been as short in their lives as they have 
been violent in their deaths. Theoretic politicians, who have patronized 
this species of government, have erroneously supposed that by reducing 
mankind to a perfect equality in their political rights, they would, at the 
same time, be perfectly equalized and assimilated in their possessions, 
their opinions, and their passions (ibid.).

On the other hand, David Graeber (2007: 342) is convinced that it is pre-
cisely representative democracy in all its variants that constitutes a great rar-
ity in the history of political communities because it is based on two pre-
conditions that hardly ever coincide: the belief that people should have an 
equal say in the decision-making and a coercive apparatus capable of enforc-
ing those decisions. Graeber claims that throughout history it has been 
extremely unusual to have both ideas at the same time. In egalitarian socie-
ties it has usually been considered wrong to develop a system of coercion, 
whereas in polities where a system of coercion did develop it did not even 
occur to those wielding it that they were enforcing any sort of popular will. 
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The Logic of Chance 

Manin concurs that the usual division between direct and indirect forms 
of government is often misguided. So while it is true that the form of Athe-
nian democracy is physically or technically impossible in larger political 
communities, much larger political entities could still preserve the demo-
cratic logic of chance and rotation in completely changed conditions. 
Expressed differently, the size of political communities gives no real answer 
as to why the late 18th century witnessed the paradox of republican govern-
ments being founded on the adoption of an unequal system of allocating 
positions via elections exactly at a time when the equality of citizens was 
again declared (Manin, 1997: 92). 

According to Manin, the fact that in the late 18th century the difference 
between the method of lot and the method of selection was not understood 
in all its complexity or that the key difference between the two methods was 
not identified can be explained by the fact that the difference between elec-
tions and lot was not as obvious as the earlier difference between elections 
and the abolished system of heredity. The second possible explanation is 
that in the late 18th century the ratio between political positions and citizens 
was already such that both methods – lot and elections – offered the citizens 
only a small chance of being selected (ibid.: 91).5

But this did not blur the important differences between both methods 
and political logics. Representation through elections as understood in the 
republican tradition is based on equality in consenting to power, which jus-
tifies the use of elections over lot. This is, of course, a pure counterpoint 
to the democratic principle of equality in holding office, which is ensured 
by sortition. History offers quite a few examples supporting the claim that 
the pure principle of representation and the democratic ideal of equality in 
holding office are not mutually exclusive or that representation can also be 
related to other principles of selection, not just elections. 

We should recall that, even during its ‘golden era’ of democracy, Athens 
combined lot and elections in their process of political selection or that 
numerous Italian republics successfully used sortition for allocating posi-
tions until the end of the 18th century – e.g. the Republic of Venice through 
until 1797. We should also not overlook the fact that the size of the body of 
citizens by no means diminishes the usefulness or practicality of lot, which 
is confirmed by its use in selecting juries in many judicial systems of modern 
political regimes. What then is the real reason for the separation of the idea 

5  The present understanding of lot as an impractical, unsophisticated and outdated habit is some-

thing the Church can largely be credited with as it was the one that abolished it. In 1223, Pope Honorius III 

abolished lot as the method of selection in ecclesiastical appointments.
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of democracy and the principles of representation that emerged with the 
American and French revolutions? So where are the concealed differences 
between (Athenian) democracy and republicanism? The answer partly lies 
in the quality of sortition and the often undetected dangers of elections. 

As opposed to elections, lot ensures the democratic ideal of chance and 
the equality of all in holding office and not only in consenting to power. It 
is a method for allocating positions that does not discriminate and ensures 
the most effective cure for the influence of money and manipulations of the 
political process. It should be emphasised that the fortune of the lotocracy 
as practised in Athens included or could befall only those citizens who had 
a priori consented to stand for political office. 

It was already Aristotle who pointed out that elections should be under-
stood as an aristocratic or oligarchic mechanism because they introduce the 
principle of distinction in rank, wealth and talent. It is precisely due to the 
‘principle of distinction’ that the ‘selected’ representatives in modern repub-
lics need to be understood in both meanings: not only in the sense of the 
elected representatives of the people, but first and foremost as superior per-
sons or the natural aristocracy of the community. According to Manin (1997: 
132–149), elections have entirely aristocratic effects since they are based on 
establishing discriminatory selection criteria that at the elections themselves 
determine the candidates’ (in)adequacy and their (in)capacity to participate 
in the political process. From today’s perspective, the best sign of democ-
racy – the festival of democracy! – is a general and free election or the act 
of voting itself, while the aspect of participating in power or being elected 
is completely overlooked. As we mentioned, republicanism thereby limited 
democracy to equality in consenting to power and not equality in holding 
office. Citizenship is thus reduced to the source of power, the conferring 
of legitimacy on the authorities, which do not require our active coopera-
tion. Citizenship is therefore related only to one’s status and not to political 
practice. We know what the objection here is – also today every citizen can 
equally stand for political office without being hindered in any way. 

But the political reality teaches us that it is precisely through elections 
that voters can discriminate candidates based on unclear or contestable cri-
teria. Although free elections ensure political equality in the act of voting, at 
the same time they give us the possibility of discrimination when it comes to 
attempts at assuming power. The freedom of choice thus also contains the 
freedom of discrimination, especially in the case of voting by secret ballot 
where there is no guarantee that elections will not enable bias. For Manin, 
the intrinsic inequality of elections also originates in the distinction of can-
didates which the act of selection requires. Elections always mean a choice 
based on preferring a candidate’s specific characteristics and virtues that 
are of course never neutral and universal. Elections that search for aristoi or 
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the best people in a political community lead to the formation of a superior 
group, ‘elective aristocracy’, which best meets the hegemonic principle of 
distinction in rank, wealth or talent as a criterion of selection. Moreover, 
elections enable the electability of candidates with distinctive and rare char-
acteristics since candidates with ordinary characteristics are indistinguish-
able from each other and cannot obtain the required prominence due to the 
excessive competition among them. 

We thus return to the previous dilemma of who has the power to pre-
identify the characteristics and virtues that are later perceived as superior, 
and in what way. We should also not overlook the other aspects of the aris-
tocratic or unequal nature of elections that are related to the characteristics 
of contemporary ‘societies of the spectacle’ and already require a different 
kind of treatment – for example, the preference for players whose charac-
teristics ensure cognitive visibility or prominence in attracting attention, but 
also the financial cost of election campaigns, which is why it is exactly the 
wealthier strata of a community who are privileged in an electoral competi-
tion.

Conclusion 

The paradox of representation in democracy can also be looked at dif-
ferently. As Rancière (2014: 53) would say, representative democracy today 
seems merely a pleonasm even though it has always been an oxymoron. In 
his recapitulation of Plato and Aristotle, Rancière points out an important 
demarcation between the political subjectivity of dēmos and ochlos, which 
not only concerns the simple divide between the “power of the people” and 
the “unification of individual turbulences”. According to Rancière, dēmos is 
not and cannot become a singular subject which is why, contrary to ochlos 
or a multitude of individuals in the illusion of the totality of One, it has the 
capability of denaturalising the existent, that is, transforming it. For Rancière 
then, dēmos is the political name for “the part of those who have no part” 
that does not count (yet). That is because the people is always more and less 
than it is since a political community always contains the “part of those who 
have no part”, which can attribute “to itself as its proper lot the equality that 
belongs to all citizens” (1999: 8). 

Where then should we look for the key difference between dēmos and 
ochlos, which can also represent democracy between a movement and 
other forms of collective action? Dēmos is not the aggregate of social part-
ners or the sum of all differences but precisely the opposite – the power of 
revealing the contingency and the imperfection of such a counting of part-
ners and summing up of differences because the people “are always more 
or less than the people”. Hence, in his explanation of democracy, Rancière 
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follows Plato’s idea of a political regime that is not a political regime, 
namely, a regime established on the lack of any foundation. The radicalness 
of democracy is manifested in the very idea that the principle of distinction 
according to birth, wealth and knowledge has no place in the democratic 
world because democracy is always a matter of the declassification of order, 
the process of political becoming and the constant counting of the political 
community that is always more or less than it is. In Rancière’s explanation 
of democracy, democracy appears as a heart that needs to beat constantly 
in order to survive and develop; any attempt to conserve the status quo or a 
spasm would mean sudden death. 

Rancière emphasises that this idea gives birth to politics although politics 
(la politique) is too often understood as referring to problematic systems of 
distribution and legitimation, which could just as well be simply named the 
police (la police). Politics as a practice of democracy emerges only when 
the presupposition of our intrinsic equality to act as subjects who do not 
have the rights they do have and have the rights they do not have is realised. 
The ‘scandal of democracy’ is thereby already revealed since democracy no 
longer involves any a priori justification of one’s adequacy for political life. 
There is no longer any space for the best people or aristoi since the only 
foundation of democracy is the lack of any foundation. 

If we conclude with Rancière (2014: 49), democracy is neither a form 
of society nor a form of government; it is precisely the ‘ungovernable’ on 
which every government is based. This also explains why the ‘radicalness’ 
of the 99%, who reject the generalised understanding of democracy as an 
invention and emphasise the genealogical dimension of democratic prac-
tices, comes as no surprise. Today, the results of this dualism are the hegem-
onic notions of democracy that have recuperated merely the word, but at 
the same time rejected its content – namely, politics. 
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