
		
			[image: Cover for The Right of the People: Democracy and the Case for a New American Founding, Author, Osita Nwanevu]
		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Right of the People, Subtitle, Democracy and the Case for a New American Founding, Author, Osita Nwanevu, Imprint, Random House]
			

		

	
		
			Random House

			An imprint and division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			randomhousebooks.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2025 by Osita Nwanevu

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Random House and the House colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Hardback ISBN 9780593449929

			Ebook ISBN 9780593449936

			randomhousebooks.com

			Book Team: Production editor: Evan Camfield • Managing editor: Rebecca Berlant • Production manager: Angela McNally • Copy editor: Allan Fallow • Proofreaders: Susan Gutentag, Barbara Stussy, Kevin Clift • Indexer: Stephen Callahan

			Cover design: Chris Allen

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland. https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.3a_152634190_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			Dedication

			Epigraph

			Introduction

			Part I: What Is Democracy?

			1. The Meaning of Democracy

			2. Democracy’s Critics

			3. The Shape of Democracy

			Part II: A New Founding

			4. A Republic Kept

			5. Toward a Democratic Politics

			6. Toward a Democratic Economy

			Conclusion

			Acknowledgments

			Bibliography

			Notes

			Index

			About the Author

		

	_152634190_

	_152634190_

	
		
			To Dad, Mom, and Kelechi

		

	
		
			
				Perhaps the sentiments contained in the following pages, are not yet sufficiently fashionable to procure them general Favor; a long Habit of not thinking a Thing wrong, gives it a superficial appearance of being right, and raises at first a formidable outcry in defence of Custom. But the Tumult soon subsides. Time makes more Converts than Reason.

				—Thomas Paine, Common Sense (1776)

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			
				We have frequently printed the word Democracy. Yet I cannot too often repeat that it is a word the real gist of which still sleeps, quite unawaken’d, notwithstanding the resonance and the many angry tempest out of which its syllables have come, from pen or tongue. It is a great word, whose history, I suppose, remains unwritten, because that history has yet to be enacted.

				—Walt Whitman, Democratic Vistas (1871)

			

			Our democracy. No phrase, save Make America great again, has rung as loudly in the ears of the American voter this decade. In 2019, Joe Biden began his run for the presidency with an announcement that framed the task of defeating Donald Trump—a wannabe authoritarian from the moment he entered politics—in existential terms. “The core values of this nation, our standing in the world, our very democracy, everything that has made America, America, is at stake,” he said. After his victory in the Democratic primary, the party as a whole, and much of the press besides, took up that message. “This administration,” former president Barack Obama warned at the 2020 Democratic National Convention, “has shown it will tear our democracy down if that’s what it takes to win.” “This election,” Bernie Sanders said in his own speech, “is about preserving our democracy.” “Speaking at a political convention is something I never expected to be doing,” former acting attorney general Sally Yates said in her remarks, “but the future of our democracy is at stake.” In September, The Washington Post’s editorial board ran a series of essays headlined “Our Democracy in Peril.” “A second Trump term,” they wrote, “might injure the democratic experiment beyond recovery.” Biden, The New York Times editorial board agreed in October, “would stand with America’s allies and against adversaries that seek to undermine our democracy.”

			Proving his critics right, Trump responded to his loss in that election with a scheme to invalidate the results—an effort that culminated in the attack on the Capitol on January 6, 2021. “Our democracy,” Biden told the country that day, “is under unprecedented assault.” In the lead-up to the 2024 election, he would do all he could to drive that message home again. By one count, Biden used the word “democracy” nearly four hundred times across one hundred campaign events in 2023 and 2024; upon dropping out of the race, Biden argued that his stepping aside would give Democrats their best chance at defeating Trump again and protecting our democratic system. “I believe my record as president, my leadership in the world, my vision for America’s future all merited a second term,” he said in his address to the country, “but nothing—nothing—can come in the way of saving our democracy. That includes personal ambition.”

			The task of defending democracy from Trump then fell to Kamala Harris. “He is the person,” she warned voters in a major address at the Ellipse toward the end of the race, “who stood at this very spot nearly four years ago and sent an armed mob to the United States Capitol to overturn the will of the people in a free and fair election—an election that he knew he lost.” Over and over and over again in 2024, at every available opportunity and in every available venue, the American voter was told—by Joe Biden, Kamala Harris, and the Democratic Party as a whole—that democracy itself was on the ballot.

			If so, democracy lost fair and square. Trump was reelected with not only an Electoral College majority but the Republican Party’s first presidential popular vote victory in twenty years. That’s not to say most who went to the polls in 2020 actively approved of Trump’s postelection scheming or the events of January 6. But for the winning share of voters, Trump’s antidemocratic actions clearly took a back seat to economic concerns, other policy issues, and distrust in the Biden administration. And, troublingly, many who did have democracy at front of mind when they went to the polls in November 2024 wound up backing Trump anyway—about a third of those who supported him, according to the Associated Press, singled out democracy as the most important factor in their vote. In a poll from Vanderbilt University in July of that year, 53 percent of Republicans had reported feeling that democracy was under attack—significantly more than the 35 percent of Democrats who felt the same. Those figures were unsurprising. After all, most Republicans believed—or claimed to believe—that Trump had been cheated out of winning in 2020. “Now it is up to Congress to confront this egregious assault on our democracy,” Trump had told the assembled crowd on January 6. “I know that everyone here will soon be marching over to the Capitol building to peacefully and patriotically make your voices heard. Today we will see whether Republicans stand strong for the integrity of our elections.”

			Eight Republican senators and 139 House Republicans—more than 60 percent of the Republicans in that chamber—voted to overturn the election on Trump’s behalf on that day. In the days and weeks prior, 44 percent of Republican state legislators in nine swing states had done their part to try to discredit or overturn the results. The violence of January 6 would do nothing to chasten the party. According to a survey later in 2021 by the American Enterprise Institute, 56 percent of Republicans reported believing that force might be necessary to defend “the traditional American way of life.” During the 2022 primary season, Republican candidates showed off or fired guns in more than one hundred ads. “We can think of no other major party,” the political scientists Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt wrote of Western governments in 2023, “in which candidates so openly embraced violence.”

			Undeterred, industry and corporate political action committees (PACs) donated more than $100 million to Donald Trump and candidates who either refused to certify the results of the 2020 election or ran on lies about it between January 6, 2021, and August 2024. More than two hundred donating companies—among them Microsoft, Meta, and Bank of America—had previously suspended their giving to election-denying candidates. Overall in the 2024 presidential race, nearly two-thirds of business donations went to Trump and other Republican candidates. And Trump also earned the backing of several billionaires who had condemned the January 6 attack, including Jamie Dimon (“I strongly condemn the violence in our nation’s capital”), Nelson Peltz (“We condemn President Trump’s efforts to overturn the election results which culminated in yesterday’s shocking events at our Capitol”), and Stephen Schwarzman (“The insurrection that followed the President’s remarks today is appalling and an affront to the democratic values we hold dear as Americans”).

			“What possibly could have produced such a change of heart within this cohort,” asked Harold Meyerson of The American Prospect in May 2024, “understanding as they do that Trump poses a clear and present danger to America’s democratic values? Just between us, it’s money. In 2025, the Trump tax cuts on individuals—more than 80 percent of which went to the wealthiest Americans—will expire. Trump has vowed to continue those cuts if he’s elected, which would increase the nation’s deficit by a cool $4 trillion.”

			Of the many billionaires who backed Trump in 2024, none received quite as much in return for their contributions as Elon Musk. Having spent more than $260 million to reelect the president, Musk was rewarded with an extraordinary role in his administration—leadership of an agency, the Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE), that immediately and illegally began cutting government programs and firing thousands of federal workers upon Trump’s inauguration. Whole agencies, including USAID, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, and even the Department of Education were gutted. Federal scientific research on conditions like cancer and Alzheimer’s was upended. And government services and grant-making were thrown into politically motivated chaos. Meanwhile, Musk companies like Space X and Tesla—regulated by the very agencies being undermined by DOGE—remained eligible for federal contracts, an obvious conflict of interest the Trump administration claimed Musk could be trusted not to exploit. Evidently unsatisfied with the extent of his influence, Musk also barged into a 2025 Wisconsin Supreme Court campaign in a remarkable fashion—not only spending some $25 million total in an ultimately failed effort against liberal nominee Susan Crawford, but offering gifts, including two $1 million dollar checks, directly to voters in the race.

			This, as many Americans know, is how “our democracy” has come to function—the wealthy and corporations leverage their resources to have an outsize say in elections and the policy process. Given the dissatisfaction that sets in when one’s party is out of power, and the persistence of congressional gridlock on issues that matter to many voters, it can hardly be a surprise that ambivalence about “our democracy” was widespread enough for Trump to prevail. In early 2024, Gallup reported 71 percent dissatisfaction with the way democracy is working, the highest level of dissatisfaction on record since they began asking the question in 1984. Only 19 percent of Americans believe democracy in America is a good example for other countries to follow. And 45 percent of Americans believe American democracy does a poor job representing the interests of ordinary people.
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			The facts and figures above lend themselves to a simple story: Backed most strongly by voters who measure the health of “our democracy” by their own power, financed by billionaires and businesses who care less about “our democracy” than their own wealth and profits, and at a moment when many Americans have come to doubt whether “our democracy” works in their own interests, Donald Trump and the Republican Party have managed to push “our democracy” to its breaking point, undermining our democratic norms and institutions in ways that may outlast what remains of Trump’s political career.

			There is truth to all of this. But no analysis of all Trump has done to and meant for “our democracy” should elide the fact that “our democracy” brought Donald Trump to office in the first place—over the opposition of most Americans. In 2016, he was sent to the White House by an Electoral College victory despite losing the popular vote to Hillary Clinton. In two impeachment trials, he was acquitted thanks to the high threshold for conviction set by the Constitution and despite public support for his removal. At no point during his first term did he earn the approval of a majority of the American public. In 2024, his third race, Trump finally won the support of a plurality of the American electorate—a normal victory, yes, but one that wouldn’t have been possible if the basic structure of “our democracy” hadn’t strengthened and secured a place for him in our politics. This was the fundamental irony of his triumph—the final victory of a candidate who ran against the institutions of “our democracy” despite having benefited from them profoundly.

			The circumstances of Trump’s rise—and the difficulty, after his defeat in 2020, that Democrats had in passing much of their agenda—have brought a growing chorus of political commentators to a striking conclusion: Some of the major and defining features of “our democracy” are not democratic at all. For most, that’s nothing that a political tune-up of sorts can’t fix. But to some on the right, those calls for restoration and repair miss the point of our system. “Democracy is a bad idea,” the conservative pundit Charlie Kirk said flatly in 2022. “We are not a democracy. Democracy is unsustainable. They always say our democracy, our democracy, our democracy. We’re not a democracy and we never should be a democracy.” Conservatives of a certain bent have been saying this openly for decades. Robert Welch, the candy magnate responsible for Junior Mints, was also responsible for popularizing the familiar line “We’re a republic, not a democracy” as founder of the far-right group the John Birch Society in the 1950s and ’60s. But in recent decades, that view has spread far beyond the margins of the movement. “Democracy,” Utah senator Mike Lee wrote in the final weeks before the 2020 election, “isn’t the objective. Liberty, peace, and prosperity are. We want the human condition to flourish. Rank democracy can thwart that.”

			As widely as Lee’s comments were condemned, Trump’s victory in 2024 deepened doubts about the democratic ideal even among its defenders at the other end of the political spectrum. We’re told daily that misinformation and the dynamics of social media have worsened the long-standing problem of public ignorance. Even offline, experts insist, polarization has made the civil conversations and debates that sustain democracy impossible, from the halls of Congress to our own Thanksgiving tables. What’s more, those most enthusiastically committed to the democratic ideal have competing visions of it. Democrats who’ve spent much of the last decade organizing against voter ID laws and other conservative efforts to restrict the franchise have been animated by the idea that voting isn’t just a hard-won right, but a moral duty—to believe in democracy is to accept the responsibility of choosing your representatives, even if you don’t like the options before you. Meanwhile, the mounting distrust of politicians and institutions has inspired a wave of protest movements over the last fifteen years that have vested their hopes in direct participation and action—bringing about change by bringing power back to the people themselves. “This,” demonstrators have chanted from the streets, “is what democracy looks like.” Is it?

			Widen your lens beyond politics a bit, and the picture begins to lose all focus. Consider the word democratize, a verb that has found a remarkable variety of uses beyond reports on political events in places such as Myanmar or Hong Kong. On any given day, for instance, one might come across a piece about how generative AI is “democratizing creativity” or how NFTs “democratize the very essence of art.” A post might inform you that “cryptocurrencies are democratizing the financial world” or that Amazon has “democratized online retail.” “Social media,” Glamour adds, “has democratized beauty in a way that is unique to this decade.” In the financial pages, you might discover a start-up hoping “to democratize private flying by making it more affordable.” Forbes has doubts: “Is Democratization of Private Jets Dead?” it asks. On space tourism, Smithsonian has fewer: “Weightlessness is not only about to be democratized. It’s about to become a lifestyle.” A luxury magazine tells you that McLaren, Ferrari, and Porsche have worked to “democratize their hybrid performance powertrains across more affordable vehicles.” In Southern Living, an article on tea towels notes that the mass production of cotton goods during the nineteenth century “democratized the dish-drying tool.” The New York Times, for its part, has covered “the democratization of plastic surgery,” “the democratization of airport lounges,” and the efforts of a late sporting-goods executive to “democratize the world of fly casting.” “Can Scent Be Democratized?” The Institute for Art and Olfaction would like to find out: “The balance of power is off in perfume,” reports the institute’s founder, “and it’s off in the world.”

			I can’t speak to perfume, but the balance of power is indeed off in the world. As rightly appalled as we are by the particular circumstances of Trump’s rise here, we’d do well to remember that authoritarianism is on the rise just about everywhere. From 2020 to 2024, one in five elections worldwide was legally challenged and another one in five saw a losing presidential candidate or parliamentary party reject election results. Surveys tell us that many countries share our declining confidence in democracy—a degree of cynicism that aspiring autocrats just like ours have been able to take advantage of. And though the global democratic crisis that experts have been warning us about has surely been brought on by a complicated tangle of factors, one worth dwelling on is that we seem to have forgotten not only what makes democracy important, but what it even means. In the absence of clarity from its defenders and amid the failures of our putatively democratic institutions, democracy has become a specious and suspicious platitude, equally useful to marketers and would-be dictators—a hollow idea for a hollow, unserious time.
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			This book was written out of boredom. I have been covering American politics for just under ten years—not an especially long time, but enough to be dog-tired, already, of the habits of mind that shape American political journalism and wearied by the ways this industry has failed to meet this political moment. All that could be the subject of another book, or several, but the specific problem of relevance here is the way the economics of our profession force writers to engage with the fundamental questions shaping politics today—“What does it mean to be an American?” “How much inequality can or should a society abide?” “What is democracy, anyway?”—in thin, repetitive, ephemeral, and social media–optimized ways. Being given the time to consult a book and think about what you’ve read before firing off an opinion on the events of the week is an exceptionally rare privilege; being given the time and opportunity to write one is, of course, even rarer.

			This particular one was motivated by the hunch—as I covered Trump’s rise, his first presidential term, and the 2020 election—that for all our talk about democracy, our grip on the concept was loose and getting looser. And trying to get to the bottom of it, I figured, would be more interesting than contenting myself with dozens more pieces predicting, correctly, that a Democratic majority in Congress under Biden would fail to pass nearly the entirety of its legislative agenda unless it eliminated the filibuster, thanks to the design of the Senate. Given this and other realities those who cover politics are well aware of, the paeans to “our democracy” came to seem substantively untenable to me. In 2024, they also proved broadly unsatisfying to the American voter.

			The truth is that those of us committed to defending democracy have more work cut out for us than we tend to acknowledge. You wouldn’t know it reading most of the op-eds and columns of the last decade, but democracy is damned complicated—a frustrating, maddening, mathematically vexing thicket of competing ideas. For those of a certain cast of mind, it is also a thrilling problem—the kind of rabbit hole one can spend a lifetime in. This book might send some of you on your way down. But if nothing else, my hope is that readers come away understanding the danger of a political discourse that presumes the case for democracy is simple and obvious. It is neither—to take democracy for granted as an ideal is to leave it vulnerable. We’re going to have a hard time defending democracy if we can’t define it; we will surely fail to restore confidence in democracy if we can’t engage and defeat its critics head-on. And with that basic ground cleared, we’ll have a better understanding of what democracy might still be able to do for us—much more, I will argue, than we’ve been encouraged to imagine.

			Let it not be said that our political leaders haven’t made an effort to bring some rigor and clarity to our conversations about democracy themselves. A week after the 2024 election, for instance, House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries released a picture book called The ABCs of Democracy, derived from the first floor speech he’d made as the leader of the Democratic Party in the chamber. A is for American Values over Autocracy. Helpfully, a boy is pictured wearing an American flag as a cape. B is for Benevolence over Bigotry. C is for The Constitution over The Cult. And the D of Democracy, rather disappointingly, is Democracy itself, placed over Demagogues. Here, we see a crowd of hands pictured, some carrying flags representing the Democratic and Republican parties and others holding buttons bearing words such as vote and equality.

			There are no pictures in The Right of the People. But one advantage it might have over the minority leader’s book and the many gloomy titles on democracy for adults already crowding shelves is that it considers democracy from a philosophical standpoint first and foremost. In Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville observed that while nineteenth-century Americans loved discussing politics, they had an allergy to abstractions—even to philosophical ideas that might have had some bearing on their debates and deliberations. As it happens, this is one of the precious and few things in that venerated tome that still holds water. In our most high-minded moments and in our deepest debates about the future of this country, we find ourselves narrowly asking what the Founders intended or would have wanted—this is about as high as we’ll generally allow our imaginations to soar. What we tend to forget, though, is that when the Founders set about founding this country, they themselves asked not what their own inherited institutions and history bound them to, but what people are entitled to as human beings:

			
				We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

				That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,

				That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.

			

			Next year will mark the 250th anniversary of those words; we’ve just marked the same anniversary of the beginning of the revolution that brought them about. We’re rarely encouraged to remember that they established not just a country but a test—per the Founders, a standard set by reason for all societies, including the republic they themselves crafted, to meet. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of “Happiness”—both material security and flourishing, as the Founders meant it. A government that cannot secure our rights to these, or flouts our ability to achieve them, may be altered or abolished by the people subject to it in favor of a new government “most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.”

			In the spirit of the Declaration, this book moves from first principles—an exploration of what democracy means—through three main ideas: that democracy is good, that America is not a democracy, and that America should become a democracy through the transformation not only of our political institutions but of our economy—a gradual transition significant enough in scale that we might as well consider it a new founding. That language is derived from the work of the historian Eric Foner, who has argued that the post–Civil War Reconstruction amendments to the Constitution—the Thirteenth, abolishing slavery; the Fourteenth, defining and granting citizenship to freed slaves and establishing equal protection under the law; and the Fifteenth, banning racial discrimination in voting rights—fundamentally altered the country’s existing political order. “So profound were these changes that the amendments should be seen not simply as an alteration of an existing structure but as a ‘second founding,’ ” Foner has written. “A ‘constitutional revolution,’ in the words of Republican leader Carl Schurz, that created a fundamentally new document with a new definition of both the status of blacks and the rights of all Americans.”

			It is my contention that “our democracy” is due for another constitutional revolution—one animated by the idea that American democracy is a promise we’ve yet to make good on, a project that remains ours to define and complete. Nearly 250 years ago, the men who founded America made a fundamental break not just from their old country but from the past—casting off an order that had subjugated them with worn and weak ideas for the promise of true self-governance and greater prosperity in a new republic. With exactly their sense of purpose and even higher, more righteous ambitions for America than they themselves had, we should do the same now—work as hard as we can in the decades ahead to “institute new Government” for the benefit of the many and not just the few.

		

	
		
			Part I

			What Is Democracy?
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			Chapter 1

			The Meaning of Democracy

			What is democracy, really? Let’s start with the basics, as most people understand them: A democracy is a form of government in which people come together every so often to decide, usually through elections, what should be done and who should do it. Elected officials—representatives, mayors, governors, presidents, whoever they may be—are then responsible for carrying out the will of the people. If they don’t—or if they do and the people change their minds about what they want—they get voted out and other candidates get voted in. All of this should happen freely and fairly—no one’s vote should be forced, and every vote should be counted equally by impartial authorities. And a framework of basic political freedoms should accompany and support the democratic process—people should have the right to speak openly about politics, to seek out information, and to organize themselves politically without undue interference.

			This is an outline of democratic society that has long been intuitive to ordinary Americans and scholars of democracy alike. For instance, Robert Dahl, one of the twentieth century’s preeminent political scientists and democratic theorists, argued that democratic countries have six simple characteristics: empowered elected officials; “free, fair, and frequent” elections; free expression; access to diverse sources of information; the freedom of political association; and “inclusive citizenship,” by which he meant the granting of full political rights to all adult citizens. Today, Freedom House, an American nonprofit that studies and promotes democracy abroad, describes democratic government as a system “based on the will and consent of the governed, institutions that are accountable to all citizens, adherence to the rule of law, and respect for human rights.” Each year, it awards countries “democracy scores” that measure whether they have free and fair elections and how well they protect political rights and civil liberties.

			Similarly, the Economist Intelligence Unit, which compiles an annual “Democracy Index,” says that democracy, at a minimum, means “government based on majority rule and the consent of the governed; the existence of free and fair elections; the protection of minority rights; and respect for basic human rights.” The Intelligence Unit ranks countries in its Index based on a slightly more complex set of factors than Freedom House’s—the health of a country’s electoral process and the state of its civil liberties are taken into account, but so are how well its government actually functions, how actively its citizens participate in politics, and the state of “political culture,” by which they mean whether citizens engage in the political process civilly and peaceably.

			That’s a longer list of boxes to check off than we began with, but most Americans would probably consider the Index’s metrics reasonable. A government too dysfunctional to implement the policies people voted for wouldn’t be very democratic after all, and a political system in which hardly anyone ever voted—or in which elections could be regularly overturned by violence—would hardly be much of a democracy either. Still, as basic as the Index’s requirements might seem, only around 15 percent of the countries in the world today—containing only about 7 percent of the world’s population—are “full democracies” by its standards. (Congratulations to Canada, Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom, and their peers.) Around 28 percent of countries—with about 38 percent of the world’s population—are what the Index calls “flawed democracies,” a category that has included the United States since 2016. While our report card shows high marks for political participation, civil liberties, and even our electoral process—President Trump’s coup attempt evidently notwithstanding—gridlock, polarization, and new voting restrictions have been dragging us down lately.

			The Index’s analysis of our current political situation is hard to argue with. But is it really fair to say American democracy is “flawed” overall? That depends on whether we buy the way the Index, and most of us, have chosen to define democracy in the first place.

			Defining Democracy

			As obvious as the norms underpinning electoral democracy might seem to us today, we should remember that the very concept of democracy was forged in societies with norms and political practices we’d find unrecognizable. Anthropologists believe early human bands of hunter-gatherers also made decisions by a kind of group consensus—albeit through processes led, surprise, surprise, by male elders. From there, the historical record suggests isolated pockets of proto-democratic governance developed just about everywhere humans settled—from the Middle East to the Americas. But the word democracy itself comes to us from Ancient Greek—demos meant the people, kratos meant power, and demokratia described the form of popular rule that probably governed about half of Greek city-states by the third century B.C.

			Athens is the most famous of them. Historians believe democracy in Greece was preceded by a murky, predemocratic politics—there were city-states where chosen leaders ruled like kings. Then, in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C., political tumult and the reforms of three visionary leaders in particular—Solon, Cleisthenes, and Ephialtes—produced a new system of self-government. There was a democratic Assembly open to all full citizens—a legislature not of elected politicians, but of anyone who happened to show up. There was the Council of 500: a body that met nearly every day to set the Assembly’s agenda and propose legislation, with its members selected annually from the citizenry in lotteries, a process political theorists call sortition. Then there were juries, also selected in lotteries, that ruled over court cases and reviewed the legality of the Assembly’s decisions—a Supreme Court of sorts, with hundreds and occasionally thousands of ordinary citizens on its bench. Finally, there were officials responsible for implementing the laws—again chosen mostly by sortition, but with a set of top-level positions elected by the Assembly, which also chose the military’s leaders.

			Clearly, democratic government meant something different to the Athenians than it means to us now. Today, we elect politicians to act on our behalf—or hope they might, anyway, however dimly. But for the Athenians, democracy meant self-government in the most literal sense—the people participating in governance mostly without elected middlemen. It’s not that the Athenians were unfamiliar with elections as a concept—again, they had them in limited form. But everyday Athenians also took it entirely for granted that they would be the first and final authority on all matters, no matter how complex—from foreign policy and commerce to basic municipal governance.

			The structure and nature of Athenian democracy was a point of deep pride for Athenians such as the military hero and political leader Pericles. In his legendary Funeral Oration, delivered early in the intra-Greek Peloponnesian War, he rallied his countrymen with stirring odes to the distinctive character of Athenian government:

			
				Our constitution does not copy the laws of neighboring states; we are rather a pattern to others than imitators ourselves. Its administration favors the many instead of the few; this is why it is called a democracy. If we look to the laws, they afford equal justice to all in their private differences; if to social standing, advancement in public life falls to reputation for capacity, class considerations not being allowed to interfere with merit; nor again does poverty bar the way, if a man is able to serve the state, he is not hindered by the obscurity of his condition.

			

			This is one of the passages that earned the Oration its reputation as one of history’s greatest speeches. It’s mostly nonsense.

			“The people” who ruled in Athens were, again, full citizens—women, slaves, and free immigrants called metics were excluded, meaning that “the many” Pericles spoke grandly about were a minority of the population. And Athenian citizenship became only more exclusive over time—in the mid-fifth century B.C., a law backed by Pericles restricted that status to males with two fully Athenian parents.

			Obviously, Athenian society lacked many of the social and political values we now take for granted—given the status of women, slaves, and immigrants, the “equal justice” Pericles spoke of certainly didn’t mean “equal rights” for all. And even the supposed equality between individual citizens in the Assembly was undermined by the fact that some Athenians could afford to pay for instruction in rhetoric and the making of arguments. Moreover, though Athens lacked real political parties, supporters of the rich, the well-liked, and the well-connected were able to build important and influential political networks that shaped the city’s politics.

			As limited and unequal as Athenian democracy was in practice, many elites still believed the city’s masses had been given an excessive and even terrifying amount of power. Plato, for instance, described democratic society as chaotic and decadent in The Republic, where he also predicted that the disorder in democracies would lead inevitably to the restoration of tyranny. But while democracy in Athens was overthrown twice, it was the subjugation of the city by the Macedonian king Phillip II in the fourth century B.C., rather than any internal tumult, that sent the system into a terminal decline.

			The word democracy managed to survive that decline, though it was much abused with the rise of imperial Rome. “By the mid-2nd century A.D.,” the historian James Miller writes, “Aelius, a famed orator, could declare, in the ode ‘To Rome,’ that ‘there has been established throughout the world alike a democracy—under one man, namely the best ruler and controller.’ ”

			That line would have baffled the Athenians—as would many of the other governments that have been labeled democratic since their time. By their lights, democracy by election—whether “flawed” or “full”—wouldn’t have been democracy at all.

			Still, there’s a basic and broad definition of democracy that both we and the Athenians would likely agree upon if we could talk across time—collective self-rule. As the philosopher Joshua Cohen and the legal scholar Charles Sabel put it, a democracy is a system in which “the authorization to exercise public power—and that exercise itself—arises from collective decisions by the citizens over whom that power is exercised.” The best plain-English version of that definition is still Abraham Lincoln’s, delivered in the Gettysburg Address—democracy is government of the people, by the people, and for the people.

			Different systems aim for that ideal in different ways, and arguments over what kinds of institutions best embody it have been ongoing for centuries. Much of this book will be dedicated to evaluating whether our system really embodies that ideal at all. That question aside, Lincoln offered us a definition of democracy we can work with. In a democracy, “the people” rule—the governed govern and power, as Pericles and Lincoln would have agreed, is wielded by and for the many rather than the few.

			That understanding of what democracy’s about, as rough as it is, should help us answer our next basic question: What’s so great about democracy, anyway?

			The Case for Democracy

			One simple answer political scientists and economists are fond of is that democracy makes us rich and happy—the more democratic a society is, data suggests, the more stable and prosperous it tends to be. For most of the last eighty years, for instance, Western countries classified by researchers as democracies have accounted for the majority of the world’s gross domestic product (GDP). Research tells us that the citizens of more democratic societies have better health outcomes too. And many scholars also believe that democracies are less internally violent and less likely to go to war with each other.

			Of course, as we know from experience here in America, societies with democratic values can wage destructive wars against less democratic societies—and might even claim to do so in the name of spreading democracy. And beyond that wrinkle, there are basic questions of correlation and causation to untangle with the outcomes democratic researchers measure—figuring how much credit democratic governance deserves relative to other factors can be tricky.

			Still, there does seem to be some connection between democratic governance and how well-off people are—a connection that might be as old as democracy itself. The classical scholar Josiah Ober, for instance, has argued that Ancient Greece owed much of its wealth, imperial power, and cultural achievements to its democratic norms and institutions. But even if it’s true that democratic societies have been safer, healthier, and wealthier than others, that wouldn’t be a very strong case for democracy on its own. If authoritarian societies managed to become as safe, healthy, and wealthy as democratic ones, democracy’s advantages on each front would disappear.

			This might already be happening. The share of world GDP held by Western democracies has decreased rapidly over the last few decades, due mostly to the economic rise of authoritarian China. “When China as a whole crosses above $20,000 in per capita income,” the political scientists Roberto Stefan Foa and Yascha Mounk wrote in 2019, “1.8 billion people around the world will live in upper-income authoritarian regimes.” Beyond material prosperity, Chinese society is, by all appearances, relatively stable and peaceful for most citizens—thanks, at least in part, to the Chinese regime’s repression. Predictions from Western analysts that the Chinese people would demand democracy with time haven’t yet borne out.

			All told, the idea that democracies hold basic material advantages over other societies isn’t a sure thing. History is littered with examples of so-called “enlightened despots” who considered themselves committed to the well-being of the masses under their rule. And in many cases, the masses agreed. Although Americans tend to associate the phrase a chicken in every pot with the promises made in modern political campaigns, for instance, it was first credited to the popular sixteenth- and seventeenth-century French king Henry IV, who reputedly wanted wealth to be shared broadly enough that peasants could have chicken every Sunday. Before we overthrew our own king, the British monarchy was popular and trusted enough on this side of the pond that many American revolutionaries-to-be hoped King George III would reassert control over an unpopular Parliament and its tax policies. And back in Ancient Greece, Plato famously argued for government by wise philosopher-kings capable of ruling more justly in the best interest of the masses than the masses themselves.

			Though China hardly resembles Plato’s republic, its rise does show that autocratic regimes can, potentially, secure the material well-being of many or most of their citizens. But there are strong conceptual reasons to doubt those kinds of regimes will do right by their citizens for long.

			For starters, autocrats often have few real incentives to act in the interest of the people they govern—especially if the masses have been subdued by the threat of violence or belief systems that legitimize autocratic rule. Consequently, broad social uplift generally isn’t on the agenda of most despots. And absolute authority is, ultimately, unaccountable authority—as generous and enlightened as a despot or small cabal of elites might be toward the people in one moment, nothing much binds them, or whoever might succeed them, to be as generous and enlightened in the next.

			We also shouldn’t assume autocrats would know how to govern in the interest of the people even if they wanted to. Advocates of democracy tend to think about that point in two ways. On the one hand, some democrats argue, for a variety of reasons, that the people are more likely to know what’s best for themselves than higher authorities—especially ones who don’t live ordinary lives. This was part of Thomas Paine’s case against monarchs, for instance—“their minds,” he warned in Common Sense, “are early poisoned by importance; and the world they act in differs so materially from the world at large, that they have but little opportunity of knowing its true interests.” A century and a half later, the American philosopher John Dewey would say the same about educated elites. “It is impossible for high-brows to secure a monopoly of such knowledge as must be used for the regulation of common affairs,” he wrote in The Public and Its Problems. “In the degree in which they become a specialized class, they are shut off from knowledge of the Needs which they are supposed to serve.”

			On the other hand, some democrats believe that “what’s best” for the people is often difficult for anyone to know with real certainty—and that figuring it out is more a matter of wrestling with differing ethical perspectives than of discovering hard facts that can tell us, objectively, what the “right” or “wrong” thing to do in a given situation is. But where both democratic camps agree is that the judgments, beliefs, and values of one ruler or a few elites shouldn’t be privileged over the judgments, beliefs, and values of the many.

			All told, these are less arguments for democracy than arguments against autocracy. And really, a minimal defense of democracy might end here with Winston Churchill’s famous quip: “Democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the others.” The defects of the alternatives are so glaring, in other words, that we’re stuck with democracy for better or worse.

			But Churchill’s full quote is more nuanced than that. “It has been said that democracy is the worst form of Government except all those other forms that have been tried from time to time,” he told the House of Commons in a 1947 speech. “But there is the broad feeling in our country that the people should rule, and that public opinion expressed by all constitutional means, should shape, guide, and control the actions of Ministers who are their servants and not their masters.” However undesirable the alternatives to democracy might seem and however flawed democracy might be in practice, Churchill was arguing, we’ve committed ourselves to democracy for its own sake nonetheless—not because it’s the best of a set of bad options, but because we’ve genuinely come to believe in it. Should we?
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			As Churchill said, we’ve come to take for granted that the people we send into government are our “servants and not our masters.” The basic democratic intuition, implied by that remark, is that the people shouldn’t have masters—government, per Lincoln, should be of and by the people for the people’s benefit, not of and by someone else the people hope will work in their interest. To make especially sure government would be of and by the people, as we’ve seen, the Athenian people put themselves directly into government. But they and those who believe today that the people can act through elections would likely both agree that “the people” should govern because “the people” are entitled to a measure of control over the conditions that shape their lives. Rather than being the helpless victims of circumstance or the obedient subjects of a powerful few, democratic self-governance lets us act at our own direction—being, in the words of theorist James Lindley Wilson, “coauthor, with others, of one’s life and world” without masters and without minders.

			For Dewey, one of the most moving advocates for democracy America has ever known, the promise of democratic self-government also carried within it the promise of self-improvement—of learning from those democratic interactions with others and fully developing the innate potential that lies within each and every one of us. Democracy, he wrote in his 1888 book The Ethics of Democracy, is “the form of society in which every man has a chance and knows that he has it and we may add, a chance to which no possible limits can be put, a chance which is truly infinite, the chance to become a person.”

			And as the philosopher Richard Rorty wrote in Achieving Our Country, many American thinkers and reformers once took it as a given that the project of American democracy, in particular, would enable a new kind of human flourishing once fully achieved—the “Happiness” of the Declaration made manifest in the arrival of “a new sort of individual,” democratically empowered and given more agency than all preceding generations. The poet Walt Whitman devoted his book Democratic Vistas to this vision:

			
				It is not that democracy is of exhaustive account, in itself. Perhaps, indeed, it is, (like Nature,) of no account in itself. It is that, as we see, it is the best, perhaps only, fit and full means, formulater, general caller-forth, trainer, for the million, not for grand material personalities only, but for immortal souls. To be a voter with the rest is not so much; and this, like every institute, will have its imperfections. But to become an enfranchised man, and now, impediments removed, to stand and start without humiliation, and equal with the rest; to commence, or have the road clear’d to commence, the grand experiment of development, whose end, (perhaps requiring several generations,) may be the forming of a full-grown man or woman—that is something.

			

			It is to democracy’s credit that it’s had many visionaries like Dewey and Whitman willing to speak on its behalf. But whatever one chooses to believe spiritually or metaphysically about why democracy matters and what it might do for us, there’s also a practical affirmative case for it—democracy offers us tools that should help us govern societies well.

			One is agency. Democracy is based on the idea that if the governed want to be governed right, they should do it themselves instead of entrusting that responsibility to some other authority. As Dewey argued, it’s important that we have the capacity to act on our own instead of waiting for a king or some other entity above us to decide that our problems are real problems. Again, for some democratic theorists, this is a matter of knowledge—of the masses knowing more and judging better than one ruler or a few elites.

			A second tool is dynamism. A democracy, in theory, should be good at bringing about change. After all, each democratic contest offers a moment where the people can evaluate old ways of doing things and try new ones—judgments are made, previously chosen leaders and policies are evaluated and perhaps switched out. The most innovative and reform-minded authoritarians we might imagine still wouldn’t be nearly as dynamic as a political system where competition and evaluation are built-in and no leader is above replacement.

			And a third tool, related to the second, is procedure—democracies offer us stable, formal ways to make collective decisions and resolve disputes. As rough as politics can get, we’re still better off having democratic debates over the issues than clashes in the streets. And while the tensions of democratic competition can obviously spill out into disorder and violence in broken societies or in places where democratic values have been weakened, democracy can help tame conflict when procedures are fair, routine, understood, and accessible. Under those conditions, even those who lose have good reasons to stick with the system—they’ll get another shot in the next election or in another forum. For some theorists, this specific dynamic, “institutionalized uncertainty about the future,” as some call it, is what democracy is fundamentally about—the knowledge that particular alignments of power will be challenged in fair processes and likely won’t last forever.

			Agency, dynamism, and procedure—the three pillars of a no-frills, brass-tacks case for democracy. But even if we buy that these are useful tools for governance, how, specifically, do democracies accomplish all we’ve just said they can?

			How Democracy Works

			Understanding how democracy actually works in practice is more than a matter of looking to governments we now call “democracies” as a guide. They won’t be that helpful unless we’re sure they really hold to the basic democratic principle we’ve established—that “the people” should rule, or, put another way, that the governed should govern. As we’ve seen, even Athenian “democracy” had serious problems in this respect—there, only a fraction of the population had political rights. And that minority governed not only itself but all of Athens, including women, slaves, and metics that couldn’t participate in governance on their own behalf.

			If we’re being honest with ourselves, almost every “democratic” system in world history was like this until fairly recently. The political scientist Carole Pateman, in fact, has argued that democracy didn’t arrive on the world stage until 1893, when New Zealand became the first country to give women the vote. Whether we agree rests on what democratic theorists call the “boundary question”—when we say democracy means rule of, by, and for the people who, exactly, are the people supposed to be?

			That’s a subject activists, scholars, and politicians in this country have taken more and more interest in lately; the voting rights of the imprisoned in particular have been a focus of reformers around the country. However broadly we might decide to construe “the people” today, it seems difficult to argue, to Pateman’s point, that the broad exclusion of women and minorities from participation in premodern “democracies” was a mere shortcoming of systems that were otherwise democratic. It cannot logically be said that “the people” as a whole rule if only a particular slice of “the people” actually does; “democracy” isn’t really democracy at all if it’s working for only a minority of a given population. Otherwise, conceptually, we open ourselves up to the notion that a privileged 100,000 (or 1,000, or 100) might “democratically” govern millions with no political rights of their own. Even a dictatorship, in this sense, might be considered a democracy of one.

			All told, the broad answer to the boundary question for those committed to democracy is that “the people” who govern has to include at least all who are directly governed themselves. But how can we tell when this is the case? In the simplest possible terms, a truly democratic system—where the governed truly govern themselves—will have three characteristics. The first is equality—rights within the system should be shared by and apply equally to all. This is what separates rule by “the people” as a whole from rule by “the people privileged or advantaged enough to matter”—constraining the rights of some, for whatever reason, would mean preventing them from fully taking part in democratic processes and their own governance.

			For most, the idea that democracies should treat people equally is grounded by the idea that we’re all equal in the abstract despite our outward differences. It follows that no person or group can claim the right to rule the rest on the basis of their supposed superiority. In Democracy and Its Critics, a classic text in democratic theory, Robert Dahl called this the “Strong Principle of Equality” and noted that early democratic processes, such as the assemblies convened by the Vikings, were used by many homogeneous communities where the equality of all participants would have been taken for granted.

			Of course, equality for such groups wasn’t the universal human equality most Americans believe in today. As we’re taught, our Founders—who did not themselves believe that “all men are created equal” in the sense that we do now—played a significant role in getting us there. But there were many stops on the journey to the American Revolution. During the English Civil War, for instance, the Levellers, a faction of radical populists, demanded democratic reforms to Parliament in language quite similar to the rhetoric the Founders would later adopt. The pamphlet An Arrow Against All Tyrants, published by Leveller agitator Richard Overton in 1646, reads in some places like an early draft of the Declaration of Independence:

			
				For by natural birth all men are equal…born to like propriety, liberty and freedom, and as we are delivered of God by the hand of nature into this world, every one with a natural innate freedom and propriety,…even so we are to live, every one equally…to enjoy his birthright and privilege, even all whereof God by nature hath made him free…; every man by nature being a king, priest, prophet, in his own natural circuit and compass, whereof no second may partake but by deputation, commission, and free consent from him whose right and freedom it is.

			

			Whatever we believe about whether and why we should be considered equals in the abstract, it’s clear that democracies must at least treat people as though they’re genuinely equals.

			The second characteristic of a true democracy is responsiveness. Obviously, the governed can only govern if they have a political system that’s responsive to them. And what distinguishes democracy from other forms of government is that the people are genuinely authoritative. While a king or a body of elites could take suggestions from the public if they really wanted to, the people actually command action themselves in democracies.

			How responsive should a good democracy be? What’s to be done, for instance, when injustices against some minority win out in the democratic process—if a hateful majority tries to disenfranchise or persecute some segment of the population? These are the kinds of outcomes commentators have in mind when they talk about the benefits of liberal democracy—democracies constrained by a framework of liberal rights, such as freedom of speech and religion, and a broad commitment to personal liberty. In the United States, the justices of the Supreme Court have been empowered, at least in theory, to act as our government’s referees, responsible for ruling laws and policies out of bounds in keeping with the liberal rights enshrined in our Constitution.

			That arrangement is democratically problematic: If the governed are to govern, how can a democratic system tolerate outcomes being overturned by an unelected and basically unchallengeable group of judges? The idea that some things should be taken off the table in any democracy we’d want to live in seems plausible. As much as we might want the people to rule, we might intuitively feel that they shouldn’t be able to vote themselves or others into slavery, for instance. But the conceptual problem with “liberal democracy” as a solution for democrats is that democracy is the second, lesser half of the phrase—the liberal rights are a higher set of concerns, defined and defended by higher, likely flawed authorities who can overrule the democratic process when they see fit.

			Importantly, though, many of the liberal rights we value can be derived from democratic principles. As the political scientist Corey Brettschneider has argued, if we want to restrict certain democratic outcomes—discriminatory laws, for instance—on the grounds that they’re unjust, we can do so by appealing to the logic underpinning democracy rather than to an implicitly superior set of liberal principles: “Government policies themselves must reflect the status of citizens as the ultimate source of authority,” he writes in Democratic Rights, “by respecting their interests and by ensuring that state coercion does not treat them in a manner that undermines that status.” In other words, policies that fail to treat all the governed as equal governors cannot be understood as democratic.

			As a practical matter, there might not be all that much of a difference between overturning democratically enacted policies for their illiberalism and overturning democratically enacted policies because they contradict democratic principles. But conceptually, the distinction does help rebut arguments that democracy is an inherent threat to the rights we value—arguments that might undermine support for democratic reforms and democratic governance more broadly.

			In any case, democrats, their critics, and liberals would surely agree that democratic systems are responsive to the people. But how should democratic systems decide what the people want—especially, as is just about always the case, when the people disagree?

			That question brings us to the third characteristic of a true democracy—majoritarianism. Of all the rules we might appeal to when we have to make a collective choice, the only one consistent with equality is majority rule, which is mathematically premised on the equality of every participant. Ask three people, each with an equal say, to cast a vote, and a majority of two votes will always beat one. Things can obviously get much more complicated than that—painfully so both theoretically and in the real world, as we’ll explore in more depth later. But majoritarianism is the only principle for collective choices that even stands a chance of working democratically. The other alternatives are incompatible with all the considerations we’ve laid out so far. Unanimity is, of course, impossible to reach consistently—government would be totally unresponsive if we all had to agree to every decision that might be made. And requiring unanimity both advantages the status quo in any given situation and disproportionately empowers the most stubborn members of any given group. While all votes might seem like they count equally, unanimity, in practice, is rule by the last holdouts.

			The same is true, albeit to a lesser extent, of supermajority requirements—the need to reach the support of more than a simple majority in an election or on a given decision. There can be no government of, by, and for “the people” if say, 55 percent of the people can be overruled by the other 45 percent. That much seems clear. But should the will of that 55 percent majority really be understood as the will of “the people” as a whole? Again, there’ll be much more to come on that question.

			Democratic Values

			To sum up, democracy, whatever else we might say about it, offers us three valuable tools for governance: agency, dynamism, and procedure. And we know that any democratic system will have three basic characteristics: equality, responsiveness, and majoritarianism. But these are just foundations. Atop them, in practice, democracies can be designed and implemented in many different ways—depending, in part, on how a set of values democratic theorists argue intensely about are weighed. The first is participation. As we’ve discussed, Athenian “democracy” differed significantly from the forms of democracy we’re most familiar with today. Athenians with political rights had the power not only to decide what their government should do but also to implement policies themselves. Again, for the Athenians, this system wasn’t just a particular version of democracy—it was democracy. And elections, though they had them, were considered undemocratic. In a passage of his Politics, Aristotle offered a view that would have been typical: “The appointment of magistrates by lot is democratic,” he wrote, “and the election of them oligarchical.”

			Today, the selection of juries by lot is the last vestige of this perspective—in America each of us understands that we might be called upon at random to render important and potentially life-altering judgments on our fellow citizens. That’s a weighty responsibility, but the Greeks believed ordinary people were capable of doing much more. So too do today’s participatory democrats. In the last few decades, some democratic theorists have revived arguments that we can govern ourselves more directly than by voting for or against politicians—through more policy referendums, for instance, or through policymaking bodies made up of self- or randomly selected people.

			Whatever their specific recommendations, participatory democrats share a faith that ordinary people can and should participate in politics with fewer middlemen than we now have. “Participatory democratic theory is an argument about democratization,” Carole Pateman writes. “That is, the argument is about changes that will make our own social and political life more democratic, that will provide opportunities for individuals to participate in decision-making in their everyday lives as well as in the wider political system. It is about democratizing democracy.”

			These reforms raise challenging questions for their advocates—beyond the questions that democratic skeptics raise about the public’s competence. While it’s true, as participatory democrats argue, that education and technology have made it more feasible for the mass public to participate directly in policymaking processes—a level of direct engagement long thought possible only on a small scale—contemporary society is much more complex than ancient Athens, with many more decisions for policymakers to make. And although direct political participation may be easier for us all now in many ways, direct participation is still easiest for the well-off—comfortable retirees who might show up at a local hearing on an affordable housing project, for instance, while those who might benefit the most are busy working or tending to their children. “New and demanding opportunities to participate in democratic processes often come to be dominated by those with the greatest relevant advantages, including education, income, and status—as well as time and attention,” the political scientist Kevin J. Elliott warns in Democracy for Busy People. “Instead of empowering the disadvantaged, they put more tools for maintaining power in the hands of the already advantaged members of society.”

			Clearly, the real promise of more direct participation today has to be balanced with a sensitivity to the social and economic inequities that participatory governance might replicate. And as a practical matter, any plausible large-scale democracy will have to rely substantially on delegated authority. That brings us to the second major value—representation.

			While the Athenians might have scoffed at the idea, we take it for granted today that the people can govern through good representatives. As the theorist Hannah Pitkin argued in her 1967 book The Concept of Representation, political representation is based on the idea that the people can be made present in governance by representatives, even though they may be literally absent from the halls of power. “Insofar as this is a matter of substantive acting for others,” she wrote, “it requires independent action in the interest of the governed, in a manner at least potentially responsive to them, yet not normally in conflict with their wishes.”

			The evolution in democratic practice from the Athenian conception of democracy to modern electoral representation was slow, fitful, and complex. As late as the eighteenth century, not long before the American Founding, electoral representation was still being called antidemocratic by a faction of Enlightenment figures such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau. “The English people thinks it is free; it is greatly mistaken,” he wrote in The Social Contract. “It is free only during the election of Members of Parliament; as soon as they are elected, it is enslaved, it is nothing.”

			Historically speaking, Rousseau wasn’t far off the mark in suggesting that modern forms of representation weren’t fully democratic in conception. In Britain specifically, Parliament had been born from an administrative reform to the workings of the monarchy. A provision of the Magna Carta, first issued in 1215, stipulated that the English king had to summon nobles to court in order to justly raise taxes—practically speaking, those who showed up to what became Parliament were understood as representatives whose agreement at court contractually bound those in the regions they came from. Parliament’s significance and power—and the power of British subjects to actually choose their representatives—grew very gradually from there.

			It should be said, though, that representation—in the sense of making the absent present—had been a feature of even Athenian democracy. After all, as the political scientist Hélène Landemore has noted, Athenians with the right to participate in government weren’t all participating at once—crucially, the Assembly, as a practical matter, could only seat a few thousand people at a time. “What is striking in this alleged direct-democracy institution is that, despite the fact that it was physically impossible for all to be present, the decisions of whoever showed up and managed to enter the Assembly place were taken to be those of the demos at large,” she writes in her 2020 book Open Democracy. “In other words, the 6,000–8,000 who actually showed up de facto acted as representatives of the other 22,000–24,000 missing free Athenians, even as the legal and political concepts of ‘representation’ were not available just yet.” This insight is one of the bases for Landemore’s support, in the present, for a form of representation she calls “open democracy”—a system of representative lotteries and forums for ordinary people she champions as an alternative to electoral representation.

			The scale and complexity of contemporary society makes representation, whatever form it might take, an inevitability for large democracies—this has long been obvious to democratic thinkers. “Since all cannot, in a community exceeding a single small town, participate personally in any but some very minor portions of the public business,” John Stuart Mill argued, “it follows that the ideal type of a perfect government must be representative.”

			But the benefits of representation extend well beyond the bare practicality of representative government at scale. As Robert Dahl recognized, large societies governed by representation can pursue larger collective undertakings and draw upon more resources than societies with smaller democratic units. And while the forums envisioned in “open democracy” have much to recommend them, we shouldn’t lose sight of everything that elections offer us, as cynical as we might be about the realities of electoral politics.

			As the historian Jan-Werner Müller argues in Democracy Rules, elections give society’s factions opportunities to present, compare, and debate their ideas. “Elections serve conclusively to process conflict: they generate winners and losers in an unambiguous manner,” he writes. “If we assume, again in a hard-nosed-realist sort of way, that politics takes place in the permanent shadow of civil war, then elections are about potential parties to a violent conflict flexing their muscles; they’ll settle the question of who’s stronger without any shots being fired.”

			And beyond offering arenas for competition, elections are points of focus where societies can decide what problems they need to address in the first place and dream up solutions. They also, at least conceptually, offer the public more incentives to get engaged and organize around causes than sortition does. While it’s impossible to know whether one might be selected in a lottery, there’s always an election around the corner. And though it’s true that elections as we know them have aristocratic origins, they remain the simplest, easiest, and most broadly accessible form of democratic participation today.

			Some theorists, among them Nadia Urbinati, argue these aspects of electoral representation are so essential to democracy’s proper functioning that representation should be considered integral to democracy rather than a mere practical alternative to its more direct and participatory forms. “Representation,” she’s written, “is a form of political creativity whose democratic character is not reducible to voting and the representative lawmaking function. It is synonymous with politics itself as the varied activities that people stage in the public arena when they stand against or for something and in so doing express themselves as political actors and modify or impact the overall political discourse of their society.”

			Still, representation is fraught with complications. How much independence, for instance, should representatives in a good democracy have from their constituents? For many Americans at the time of the Founding, the right answer was “none”—several early state constitutions said that representatives could be bound by specific instructions from their voters about what to support or oppose. That view of representation didn’t win out at the Constitutional Convention and has been sidelined in most debates on the matter since.

			Most of us feel intuitively at this point that representatives should have a measure of real freedom—partially because they have to address a wide variety
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