
Introduction

Although we call contemporary Western governments de-
mocratic, their institutions were designed to contain rather
than to encourage democracy. Alexis de Tocqueville ren-
dered this paradox with a surgeon’s precision when he
described America as socially democratic and politically
aristocratic (read “republican”). When Tocqueville arrived
in the United States, about half a century after its founding,
democracy’s long, bad reputation among political leaders
and thinkers on both sides of the Atlantic was still almost
intact, its short but memorable appearance in Athens hav-
ing made it more enemies and critics than friends. Athens
might have been a democracy, but the best Athenian polit-
ical theorists were sanguine about what they dismissed as
“the rule of the poor.”1 Twenty-five centuries had to elapse
before John Dewey appeared as the first consistently demo-
cratic philosopher and theorist.

Yet even in the democratic century par excellence and
despite the contemporary rhetoric on the globalization
of democracy, many modern institutions (representation
in particular) are judged from the perspective of their
eighteenth-century architects. The axioms held by the au-
thors of The Federalist Papers and Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyes
remain canonical, and universal suffrage has not altered
the undemocratic nature of a system whose basic “arrange-
ments have remained the same” since it emerged as a gov-
ernment of notables elected by a few privileged voters.2 The
government of the moderns is apparently unchanged, its
identity having been frozen in the nondemocratic choices
made by its founders.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Athens, which was a genuine democracy, is the touchstone for our
thinking about democracy (and the undemocratic character of repre-
sentative government). Born as a compromise between the newly em-
powered “common people” and the already powerful wealthy (“a strong
shield around both parties”), it took several revolutions to become the
rule of the many (poor or “ordinary”). Democracy meant that poverty
was neither something the people had to be ashamed of, nor a reason for
political and civil disempowerment.3 Athens was a genuine democracy
because it tried to break the continuity between the power of wealth
and political power. It did so without imposing economic equality and
making the equals equal, or without violating the voluntary nature of
participation. Democracy meant that each and every citizen had an equal
and meaningful chance to take part in lawmaking and to address the as-
sembly. The citizen had the right to participate (isonomia) as well as to
speak on matters of state importance (isēgoria). “In oligarchies, only he
who rules (ho dunasteuōn) addresses the people, whereas in democra-
cies whoever so wished (ho boulomenos) could speak whenever it seemed
right to him.”4 Athenian democracy proved that political equality trans-
lates into liberty, yet not at the expense of individual distinction and
competition between citizens’ political skills and ideas.

Modern democracy falls short of Athenian standards.5 The variety
of stratagems that disempower the poor and empower wealth in pol-
itics points to the fact that Western constitutional democracies lack
the legal resources to block the ever-mutating forms of soft political
influence created by economic and social relations. Although formally
more inclusive than in Athens, popular participation in contemporary
democracies is episodic. Whereas Athens tried to discourage citizens’ ab-
senteeism, many of today’s democracies make participation both costly
and difficult.6 One may legitimately say that the modern system is ei-
ther something else (another type of regime) or another type of democ-
racy. This thought has led some theorists to claim it is no democracy
at all, and shouldn’t be called such.7 If it is indeed a democracy, it is
fragmented and only approximately or intermittently democratic, when
citizens vote, petition, demonstrate to voice their otherwise ignored or
unheard opinions, and join social and political movements.

Political theorists account for this anomaly by positing contemporary
democratic government as a mixed constitution (a kind of “machin-
ery that combines democratic and undemocratic parts”)8 rather than
a democracy per se. This is because modern democracy qualifies as le-
gitimate if the elected representative setting publicizes its proceedings
(is transparent) and subjects those proceedings to collective discussion;
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

legitimacy does not require citizens’ participation in legislative delibera-
tion. Properly speaking, modern democracy is a “government by discus-
sion” in which public speaking and voting for representatives (rarely on
issues) are the only direct formal rights adult citizens are always entitled
to. It is paradoxical to call it democratic, for the only moment the cit-
izens decide directly is when they delegate legislative power. Elections
mean that popular sovereignty appears only “at fixed and rare intervals”
much like a comet; citizens exercise it “always only to renounce it.”9 A
Janus-faced institution, elections give representation a democratic face
and democracy an aristocratic twist. Their function is “not to make a
democracy more democratic, but to make democracy possible. Once we
admit the need for elections, we minimize democracy for we realize that
the system cannot be operated by the demos itself.”10

I am not proposing to lower the normative value of direct participa-
tion in the name of the pragmatic feasibility of electoral democracy nor
arguing for a resigned acceptance of the given. My intention is to under-
stand those forms of indirect political presence that make contemporary
government democratic. Thomas Paine’s subversive idea—“Athens, by
representation, would have surpassed her own democracy”—shall be
my guide.11 So, rather than focusing on Athenian institutions, I propose
comparing Athens’ two principles of political equality (isonomia and
isēgoria) with the institutions of contemporary democracy and with rep-
resentation in particular, which is the most unique institution of all. As a
matter of fact, Tocqueville identified the American polity as a democracy
because of political equality, regardless of the fact that it was representa-
tive or direct.12 This identification is legitimate because it acknowledges
the deliberative (as discursive and interpretative, not only decisional)
character of democratic politics, which is common to both ancient and
modern democracy. From this perspective, the distinction between di-
rect and indirect politics opens up promising paths of interpretation
rather than creating obstacles, since it frames the institutional and socio-
cultural spaces within which the various components of political action
take shape—from opinion and will formation to voluntary participation
in movements, contestation, voting, and decision-making. Focus on pres-
ence through ideas and speech reveals participation and representation not
as alternative forms of democracy but as related forms constituting the
continuum of political judgment and action in modern democracies.

Yet only a tiny minority of theorists assumes that representation
is not alternative to but in fact supports democratic participation.13

Most scholars argue instead that representation has been the most in-
genious invention constitutional designers have created to neutralize
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

political participation by making the people a legitimizing force at the
instant they renounce their ruling power.14 Skeptics of both “pure” and
“representative” democracy agree that representative democracy is an
oxymoron.

This book explores (and defends) the arguments of the minority that
believes democracy and representation are complementary rather than
antithetical. Their arguments subvert both kinds of skepticism because
they deny that representation is an expedient or second best, and as-
sert that representation is primed to expand democratic participation
and in fact is essential to democracy—in other words, that democratic
representation is not an oxymoron. Sheldon Wolin suggests that the
democratic interpretation of representation is truly subversive when he
identifies the work of Paine, rather than that of the Federalists, as democ-
racy’s “theoretical moment of surrender.” Indeed, it was “when democ-
racy’s sympathizers” like Paine accepted representation in the name of
democracy, not as a second best or expedient, that modern democracy
was able to assert itself on autonomous grounds in relation to both
ancient (direct) democracy and modern representative (undemocratic)
government.15

My goal is to inquire into the conditions under which representa-
tion is democratic—that is, a mode of political participation that can
activate a variety of forms of citizen control and oversight. I argue that
representative democracy is an original form of government that is not
identifiable with electoral democracy. By the end of this introduction I
hope to have clarified the reasons why I think this is a crucial and timely
objective for politics and political theory as well.

Contemporary democratic theory encourages my proposed revision.
Indeed, representation now engages democracy scholars more directly, a
change from the traditional defense of representative institutions by the
Schumpeterian and neo-Schumpeterian theorists of the circulation of
elites and electoral democracy against the proponents of “participatory”
or “strong” democracy.16 The institution of representation is regarded
as the source of the “moral distinctiveness” of modern democracy, and
even the sign of its superiority over direct democracy.17 Even more rad-
ical is the argument that in a representative democracy “the opposite of
representation is not participation,” but exclusion from representation.
Rather than being inimical to participation, “political representation is
both necessary and desirable,” while the “elevation of direct democracy
to the apex,” as the only “real” democracy, “is mistaken.”18 As a matter
of fact, the direct presence of all citizens did not prevent the Athenian
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

ekklēsia from being an assembly in which the large majority abstained
from fully active participation. Periclean and post-Periclean reforms dis-
couraged absence, not silence. Adult male citizens were paid to attend,
not to speak: “There was no law requiring anybody to appear in the role
of ho boulomenos [anyone who wanted to speak], and the orators found
no fault with the fact that many Athenians never addressed their fellow
citizens.”19

The democratic rediscovery of representation is both interesting and
compelling. However, a systematic and comprehensive defense of the
normative core that makes it democratic is still lacking. I intend to fill
this lacuna by claiming, first, that public discourse is one of the main
features that characterize and give value to democratic politics, an-
cient and modern, direct and representative. Presence through voice, by
which I mean the public exposure of citizens’ political judgment, defines
the indirect character of democratic politics both when citizens vote on
laws and when they vote for representatives. Regardless of the form of
the decision-making process, voice involves two kinds of active doing—
positive as activating and propositive, and negative as receptive and
surveilling. This idea is essential in order to understand the role of judg-
ment and the nature of participation in representative democracy. Judg-
ment is not alternative to action, nor is it mere post-action evaluation by
those who did not act, as if only some act while the others observe pas-
sively and at most consent or rebuff.20 Second, I argue that indirectness
(and representation, which is the most important form of indirectness)
plays a key role in forging the discursive democratic character of politics,
and aids rather than obstructs participation. Third, I sustain that repre-
sentation highlights the idealizing and judgmental nature of politics, an
art by which individuals transcend the immediacy of their biographical
experience and social and cultural belongings and interests, and educate
and enlarge their political judgment on their own and others’ opinions.21

In sum, political representation is far more than a system of di-
vision of labor and a state institution; it entails a complex political
process that activates the “sovereign people” well beyond the formal
act of electoral authorization. Representative politics has the power of
unifying and connecting (through friction or concurrence) the “fluc-
tuating” “atomic units” of civil society by projecting citizens into a
future-oriented perspective.22 It has the power of keeping the sovereign
in perpetual motion, so to speak, while transforming its presence from
formally sanctioning mechanism to exquisite political influence. Finally,
it confers on politics an unavoidable ideological dimension insofar as it
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

instates ideas in the house of politics such that they can represent and
shape citizens’ sociopolitical identity and claims.

Representation is a comprehensive filtering, refining, and mediating
process of political will formation and expression. It models the object,
style, and procedures of political competition and action. It helps to de-
personalize claims and opinions, which in turn allows citizens to mingle
and associate without erasing the partisan spirit essential to free political
competition or obscuring the majority/minority divide. Modern demo-
cratic society resembles a vast and webbed agora in which, to paraphrase
Immanuel Kant, no deed or issue remains unheard, cast away from the
peoples’ eye of the mind and judgment. Representation is intrinsic to
this world of attention and indirectness. It can never be truly descriptive
and mimetic of social segmentations and identities because of its un-
avoidable inclination to transcend the “here” and “now” and to project
instead a “would-be” or “ought-to-be” perspective that translates almost
naturally into advocacy. Political equality—as a condition of legitimacy,
a guide to judgment, and a promise to be fulfilled—is the reference point
in relation to which the political process of democratic representation
defines its goals and language, and projects and submits itself to the
critical judgment of the citizens.

In this book I discuss representation in relation to the modern con-
cept of popular sovereignty. Indeed, while Athens is the classical point
of comparison in our thinking about democracy, the idea that represen-
tation is antithetical to democracy did not originate from a compari-
son with Athens. Although they stressed the modernity of their repre-
sentative republic, the authors of The Federalist Papers did not assert a
principled incompatibility between ancient democracy and representa-
tion; indeed, they even recognized that Athens employed representation
in some state branches. By the same token, Paine the democrat rested
his case for democracy on the continuity between ancient and mod-
ern democracy, rather than their incompatibility.23 So where did the
incompatibility theory come from?

The incompatibility theory (between democracy and representation)
is the foster child of the modern conception of sovereignty. Its con-
ceptual coordinates lay at the core of constitutionalism and the theory
of government outlined by Montesquieu and Rousseau, the first the-
orists to explicitly argue (for divergent reasons) for an insoluble ten-
sion between democracy, sovereignty, and representation.24 The former
merged self-government (sovereignty) and direct government (democ-
racy) in a formulation that has became paradigmatic: a government is
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

democratic if “the people as a body have sovereign power” and if “the
people alone . . . make laws.” The latter, who separated the political foun-
dation of the state from the various forms of government, thereby distin-
guishing sovereignty from democracy, used Montesquieu’s formulation
to define the body politic or the republic.25

The two theorists approached problems of sovereign identity and
the sovereign exercise of power differently and yet reached surprisingly
similar conclusions. Montesquieu, the mentor of liberal representative
government, separated representation from democracy; Rousseau, the
mentor of direct legislation as the principle of political legitimacy, sepa-
rated representation from sovereignty. Montesquieu argued that a state
where the people delegated their “right of sovereignty” could not be
democratic and must be classified as a species of mixed government,
actually an elected aristocracy. Rousseau saw such a state as nonpoliti-
cal from the start and illegitimate because the people lost their political
liberty along with the power to vote directly on legislation: unless all
citizens were lawmakers, there was no such thing as a citizenry. In both
cases, democracy and sovereignty excluded representation. These are
the theoretical assumptions underlying the arguments of contemporary
scholars who describe representative government as undemocratic and
representation as an expedient or second best.

The incompatibility between representation and democracy has tradi-
tionally been defined from the perspective that democracy is immediate,
a perspective that a priori excludes indirect forms of political action
because it is entrenched in a voluntaristic and decisionist conception
of sovereignty. Hence the conclusion that although representation may
facilitate political decision-making in large states, it is not democratic be-
cause it displaces the sovereign will, which cannot be represented, and
because it makes the people politically active only the day they make
themselves slaves, as Rousseau tells us in The Social Contract.

Athens is not the source of the incompatibility doctrine. Proponents
and critics of the incompatibility between representation and democ-
racy presume direct sovereignty and sovereignty as will when they por-
tray representative government as a breach of political autonomy.26

From this perspective, the claim that representation does not necessarily
break with people’s presence seems at the very least counterintuitive and
the conclusion that representation violates democracy both predictable
and predetermined. Also predictable is the conclusion that the demo-
cratic evolution of the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries notwith-
standing, a “represented democracy,” although technically feasible, is an
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

oxymoron, while direct democracy, although the norm, is impractical. I
am challenging this idea of democracy shared by skeptics of both “pure”
and “representative” democracy.

The government of the moderns is not defined by election per se,
but by the relationship between participation and representation (so-
ciety and the state) instituted by elections. This relation is permeable
to the transformations of society and, therefore, sovereignty. Besides,
as Rousseau understood, direct sovereignty does not entail renouncing
elections nor, conversely, restoring lottery, the system of selection that
since the constitutional dialogue in Herodotus’ Histories has been identi-
fied with democracy. The crucial factor of representation is the relation-
ship between the inside of state institutions and the outside created by
elections.

Contemporary studies of representation are characterized by three
distinct approaches. On the one hand, scholars investigate the issue of
representation as part of the broader analysis of identity politics, group
rights, and multiculturalism. Representation is in this case a subset of
theories of justice, and is discussed with a view to solving deficits of
representativity in our advanced pluralist democracies, the visible fact
that some portions of the citizenry are underrepresented or proportion-
ally less represented than others. Hence the challenging debate over
equal representative opportunity, fair representation, and the search for
electoral systems that can make representation more expressive of the
identities and claims of the represented.27

The second direction analyzes the origins, function, and the semantic
and political transformations of representation in terms of the effect of
its relationship to the modern constitutional state and to the democratic
constitution in particular.28 While the former direction is essentially
evaluative, this one is fundamentally analytical and cognitive. Its goal
is to attain a systematic definition that allows us to understand what
representation actually does and is in relation to democracy and the
norm of political autonomy or liberty. Its basic and obvious starting
point is the ambiguity of representative democracy, which is vague in
the sort of way H. L. Hart defined an ambiguous definition: “a definition
which tells us that something is a member of a family cannot help us
if we have only a vague or confused idea as to the character of the
family.”29

The third direction approaches representation from within, in order
to understand how it shapes consent formation, political deliberation,
and decision-making—in a word, how it relates to the overall practices
of participation. The extremely rich debate over deliberative democracy
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

has encouraged this line of research and inspired my research.30 I believe
that the inquiry over the relation between representation and democ-
racy, that is to say democratic society in its multifarious forms of presence
and associational influence, is the key to the issue of justice in represen-
tation insofar as it is an issue of democratic (as political) justice or political
equality.

Bernard Manin’s The Principles of Representative Government and Hanna
Fenichel Pitkin’s The Concept of Representation are the main points of ref-
erence in relation to which I structure my argument. Manin’s analysis
attempts to combine the two contemporary approaches to democracy—
the Schumpeterian or elitist one and the deliberative one—in order to
argue that representative government is a unique form of government.
Its uniqueness, however, derives from election, not representation. Rep-
resentation plays no substantial role in Manin’s work, whose main goal is
to prove this system is not identifiable with democracy. Whereas democ-
racy practices rotation, representative government practices election, a
mechanism of selection that is inherently aristocratic because it discrim-
inates and excludes. However, it can be realized through democratic
means, such as universal suffrage and the public discussion of ideas, two
necessary conditions for the candidates to compete on promises, and
for the elected to be held accountable for what they have made of their
promises. To make his point, Manin interprets the work of the French
and American founders of constitutional representative government as
driven by the deliberate choice of using elections as an alternative to
democracy.

Manin concludes by collapsing representation into electoral autho-
rization, which he sees as the outcome of an individual-to-individual
relationship by which means the elector evaluates the personal skill and
qualities of the candidate(s) in relation to her/his own skills and qualities
and those of all other candidates. The political process consists in a psy-
chosocial game of comparison between individuals—the candidate(s) by
the elector(s)—with no intermediary institutions needed. (Manin sees
the party as accessory and temporary—in any event, as not essential to
representative government.) In the spirit of Montesquieu, he posits the
aristocratic nature of elections as a way to choose someone because of
his actual or imputed characteristics; election’s democratic character is
based on the traditional assumption that the many are better than the
few in recognizing competent individuals but worse than them in acting
competently.31

The individual-to-individual rendering of representation is the main
obstacle to the reconciliation of representation and democracy. This is
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

the perspective that leads Manin to the conclusion that electoral suffrage
has produced no change in the practice and institution of representation,
which are substantially the same today as they were when only few
citizens had the right to vote. According to this description, democratic
representation is invariably an elected form of oligarchy or aristocracy.

In her seminal The Concept of Representation, Pitkin opens the door
to the path I am taking here. She begins her study on representation
with the acknowledgment that “through much of their history both the
concept and the practice of representation have had little to do with
democracy or liberty.”32 Her goal is to question this view and to illu-
minate the unique features of political representation in constitutional
democracy. However, in the course of her research, Pitkin focuses es-
sentially on the semantic and conceptual analysis of the category of
representation. As for political representation—the subject of the last
chapter of her book—she approaches it as a form of political agency
but does not inquire into its relation to sovereignty and democracy or
the kind of political participation that representation brings about in
a democratic society. Pitkin brings together conceptual and semantic
analysis and gives this combination a normative twist, but makes the
examination of deliberative institutions and their relation to society
peripheral.33 In this respect, Manin’s book is a welcome complement
because it redirects our attention to the deliberative work of modern
government.

I would like to reunite the normative aspect (what political represen-
tation putatively is supposed to be) with the institutions of democratic
government (what representation produces or does). I argue, first, that
representative democracy is neither an oxymoron nor merely a prag-
matic alternative for something we, modern citizens, can no longer have,
namely direct democracy; and, second, that it is intrinsically, and nec-
essarily, intertwined with participation and the informal expression of
“popular will.” Whereas theorists of electoral democracy collapse democ-
racy into the right to vote for representatives, I propose we stretch the
meaning of representation and see it as a political process and an essen-
tial component of democracy. It is essential to reflect on the democratic
aspects of political action and practice that representation puts in mo-
tion both to complete our conceptual understanding of representation
and to apprehend the normative condition and the principles of rep-
resentative democracy. Finally, as Pitkin argued, it is paramount that
we understand government is representative “not by demonstrating its
control over its subjects but just the reverse, by demonstrating that its
subjects have control over what it does.”34
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

I take Pitkin’s words as a propaedeutic to chapter 1, whose main goal is
to set out the normative guidelines of a democratic theory of representa-
tive government, which the ensuing chapters are meant to elucidate. The
main argument of the first chapter is that democratic representation pre-
sumes a revision of the notions of both representation and sovereignty.
As for the former, I make three main claims: that representation belongs
to the history and practice of democratization; that different theories of
representation are possible depending on the relationship between state
and society; and that the political theory of representation is consistent
with a democratic relation between state and society. As for the latter,
I argue that representation challenges the idea of sovereignty as unrep-
resentable will by bringing judgment into the politics of the sovereign;
this revision is visible through representativity and advocacy, the two
basic characters of democratic representation. These are the normative
guidelines of representative democracy as an articulated strategy of law
formation and surveillance and revocation, and of democratic represen-
tation as a middle path between an unconditional delegation and the
refusal of any delegation, or between electoral authorization of an aris-
tocracy and direct democracy.

Chapter 2 discusses the objections to representation, which the the-
ory of representative government has traditionally relied upon. My main
theme here is a critical analysis of Rousseau’s conceptions of sovereignty
and representation. Rousseau denied representation a political role and
confined it rigorously to a private relation of delegation. The point is that
a decisionist sovereign is not necessarily democratic; and the people’s un-
mediated presence in the assembly does not necessarily prefigure a truly
participatory polis. In chapter 3, I engage Rousseau’s arguments against
representation through Immanuel Kant’s revision of the sovereignty of
the will. Kant was the first theorist to make indirect politics the norm
rather than merely an expedient, and to capture the extraordinary po-
tential that flows from judgment, an essential component of political
liberty.

In the remainder of the book I explain how the sovereignty of the
will and its revision by means of judgment can enhance certain results
once we enter the realm of representative government. In chapter 4, I
critically examine the main tenets of electoral democracy as formulated
by Sieyes, the theorist and political leader who brought Rousseau’s per-
spective into the representative context. From a theoretical viewpoint,
the metamorphosis of the citizen into the elector corresponds to the ap-
plication of the power of the sovereign-people to the sovereign-nation
represented in the legislative assembly.

11
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The outline of the constitution written by le Marquis de Condorcet in
1792–93 allows me to discuss an important alternative to both models of
absolute sovereignty—direct and electoral—and the minimalist view of
political participation they entailed. Thus in chapter 5 I clarify the differ-
ences between representative government and representative democracy
as Thomas Paine first envisioned them in the course of his 1791 debate
with Sieyes, and in chapter 6 I analyze the first comprehensive proposal
of democratic representation as a norm of good government. The goal of
Condorcet’s constitutional plan was to regulate the creation of authority
“from the bottom up” by means of a flexible and permanent relationship
between participation and representation. Its aim was to prevent the
“despotism” of the representative assembly, on the one hand, and the
random fluctuation of the people between a state of depoliticized apathy
and a state of extralegal mobilization, on the other.

Rousseau, Kant, Sieyes, Paine, and Condorcet were almost contem-
poraries and in a quasi-direct dialogue. Moreover, Rousseau’s unrepre-
sentable sovereign was the reference point in relation to which Sieyes
and Condorcet developed their constitutional and representative designs
in the years between 1789 and the beginning of the Terror. The differ-
ences between the political orders they devised prove that there have
been important attempts to create, not only to theorize, a system of gov-
ernment within which the electoral and aggregative moment was not a
substitute for democracy and a synonym for representative democracy.
Furthermore, they exemplify the inner ramifications of the representa-
tive model in an undemocratic branch and a democratic one.

To strengthen my case for a democratic representation I pursue a ge-
nealogic strategy. Indeed, if Manin is correct that “representative govern-
ment remains what it has been since its foundation” in the eighteenth
century, then a challenge to its main tenets suggests that we return to its
very foundation and test the idea that representative government had
a simple and linear story. Despite its success, the electoralist rendering
of representative democracy does not exhaust the meaning of represen-
tation and democracy, and the possibility of a different approach and
different institutional solutions. Representative government is a far from
homogenous category and can be best described as a complex and plu-
ralistic family whose democratic wing is not the exclusive property of
those who argued for participation against representation. Condorcet’s
vision and project were intended as guidelines for a democratic imple-
mentation of representative and deliberative procedures. They support
my argument that despite the substantial uniformity of the paradigm of
representative government in the last two centuries, the dualistic space
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

(citizens/representative institutions) created by elections has not always
been seen as an ideal solution—certainly not when the demos became
democratic in its composition.

Questions about the identity of representative government are nor-
mative or evaluative, not merely descriptive or nominalist. They are
normative questions because the way we frame the answers indicates
what we ask of our political institutions, how we judge their func-
tion and their consistency with democratic values and principles. After
all, when we express our dissatisfaction with the way in which we are
represented, we implicitly allude to some ideal of democratic represen-
tation. How could we make our criticisms otherwise?

This question allows me to clarify the reasons why the topic of demo-
cratic representation is also relevant to political theory. Undeniably, if
we endorse democracy as the norm of a legitimate government and rep-
resentation as its necessary denial we are left with little to say about our
political regimes except that they are a mockery of the norm. The para-
dox being that since our condition is a fact this “science” confronts us
with, we are fated to accept it while denying it the honorable status of
the political. If our states are simply and necessarily elected aristocracies
or oligarchies, political theory is stuck between the proverbial rock and
a hard place. It can either capitulate to positivistic behaviorism and the
science of public opinion surveys, or become a hopeless lament of our
political condition. The former makes a critical vision literally incon-
ceivable; the latter deprives a critical vision of any substance since there
is nothing worth criticizing in a world congenitally lacking in politics. A
de-normativized realism would invariably become the only theoretical
dimension of our political discourse.

Yet its claim for a disenchanted objectivity notwithstanding, the elec-
toralist paradigm reflects a political attitude that is not ideology-free or
neutral. It suggests, quite explicitly, what citizens and political theorists
either should do or should abstain from doing because it tacitly assumes
that citizens should not judge representative institutions from the per-
spective of normative democratic premises since these are at best ideals
with no connection to reality and at worst strategically deployed ideo-
logical discourses, and it tacitly assumes that political theorists should
not go beyond an analytical understanding of the way institutional and
electoral mechanisms function if they are to avoid slipping into ideol-
ogy. How could we demand that our governments act in a way they were
not designed for?

If it is true that the democratic evolution left the central institutions
of representative government unchanged, then it is futile to speak of a
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

“crisis of political representation.” It is just as futile to consider repre-
sentation a betrayal of democratic promises, or even to express dissatis-
faction with the way our government represents us because this would
imply that we have an ideal of representation which is democratic for
reasons that go beyond electoral consent. Yet, as the theory goes, the
representative system can make no democratic promises beyond uni-
versal suffrage. Thus whether or not the government of the moderns is
democratic depends on how elites are selected and how their selectable
characteristics are formed. The extent to which representation is demo-
cratic relies on the extent to which these characteristics are not associ-
ated with inborn qualities but can be de jure acquired by all. Schumpeter’s
classical formulation still seems to be the best rendering of our system
of government: what makes governments democratic is the equal right
and possibility citizens have to elect and be elected, to dismiss and be
dismissed.35

Elections simultaneously separate and link citizens and government.
They create a gap between state and society at the same time as they
allow each to communicate, and even conflict with one another, but
never intermingle. As the only institutional site of popular will and
the point of contact between the parliament and the extraparliament,
elections can be seen from different political angles. They can be used
to recreate the body of the sovereign at the symbolic and institutional
level, thereby dampening social and political conflicts, and periodically
restoring the balance between legitimacy and legality. They can also
serve as a provisional truce between the institutional powers and the
sovereign that keeps the conflict alive yet never creates a stable balance
between the two. Or, as the history of European socialist parties shows,
they can serve as a substitute for revolution, a legalized battle that, while
de-radicalizing social claims, carry out the civic function of educating
the formerly excluded to citizenship and making them identify with the
nation.

Whatever the role elections have played in theory and practice, pop-
ular mobilization has always been, and still is, contingent upon the ex-
istence of exceptional political circumstances; it is not a precondition of
the electoral procedure, whose aim is actually to make people’s direct par-
ticipation inessential to the performance of deliberative institutions. The
deterrent power of elections lies in their ability to stimulate decisional
activism in those who can be held accountable: the representatives, not
the people. Elections make apathy, not agency, the main quality of pop-
ular sovereignty. A post factum strategy of control, they make citizens’
participation during the period between elections superfluous, and in
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

this sense make democracy an accessory to representative government.
Politicians are sufficiently constrained by their concern with polls.36

Their ambiguous character explains why elections make representative
government amenable to democratization but never truly democratic.

The dilemma remains. If elections alone qualify representative
democracy then it is hard to find good arguments against the crit-
ics of contemporary democracy who, from the left and the right, set
out from time to time to unmask the role of the people as a “mere
myth.” It would be just as hard to devise criteria to detect and obstruct
the oligarchic degeneration and corrupting practices of representative
institutions. The very proposal to extend the meaning of democratic
deliberation to include the informal discursive character of a pluralistic
public sphere of associations, political movements, and opinions risks
looking like an ideological refurbishment, functional to the new com-
municative strategies for elite selection. Indeed, it is a fact that only the
elected have both deliberative and decision-making power, unlike the
citizens, whose freedom to discuss and criticize proposals and policies
does not ensure that their opinions will affect the legislative setting. In
addition, given the alleged undemocratic nature of representative gov-
ernment, the very attempt to resort to the model of mixed government
in order to claim (contra its critics) that representative government has
a democratic dimension is bound to fail. Indeed, unlike classical mixed
government, in which the people had after all a direct although limited
say in political deliberation, a government that relies only on electoral
participation resembles an authorized oligarchy rather than a mix of
democracy and aristocracy.

Yet notwithstanding the fact that the institutional history of repre-
sentative government resembles a story that has not been substantially
edited since the eighteenth century, the adoption of universal suffrage
has produced radical changes that cannot be appreciated unless we re-
view the overall political life generated by the representative process.37

Democratic society reveals the limits of a conception of representation
as an individual-to-individual relation between the candidate and the
electors sealed by elections. Since leaders and institutions are susceptible
to organized social influences more than to the influence of scattered
individuals, the dualism between representative institutions and society
hardly serves its intended role.38 It is thus both timely and constructive
to approach the subject of political representation from the perspective
of democracy rather than as a betrayal of it.

A democratic theory of representation compels us to go beyond the
intermittent and discrete series of electoral instants (sovereign as the
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

authorizing will) and investigate the continuum of influence and power
created and recreated by political judgment and the way this diversi-
fied power relates to representative institutions.39 While it is true that
the will cannot be represented, it is also true that judgment, which
is an essential faculty in a political order based on opinions, majority
rule, and indirect politics, can be represented. Approaching representa-
tion and participation from the perspective of judgment rather than the
will makes us fully appreciate the worth of indirectness in democratic
politics. Indirectness (and speech as the highest form of indirectness)
makes room for deliberation by encouraging the distinction between
“deliberating” and “voting.” A deliberative form of politics favors rep-
resentation and meanwhile fosters a relationship between the assembly
and the citizens that enables the demos to reflect upon itself and judge its
laws, institutions, and leaders. In a word, representation can encourage
political participation insofar as its deliberative and judgmental charac-
ter expands politics beyond the narrow limits of decision and voting. It
can be a mechanism of democracy’s self-creation and improvement.
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