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To my younger self, and all the other shy people out there




ONE

Fixing a Broken System

I’ve got both good and bad news. The bad news: Electoral politics is beyond repair. The good news: Democracy isn’t. We can fix it.

The rest of this book is about the good news. But to get there, we first need to start with the failure of electoral politics. Believe me, it gives me no pleasure to see myself converging on a conclusion associated with the populists of the left and the right. Yet the populists have a point: A system based on electoral representation is no longer—if it ever was—capable of delivering either democratic or good governance.

Consider that the United States Congress currently holds a 15 percent approval rating and has consistently hovered well below 50 percent, on average, for decades. Is it because voters can never be satisfied or because Congress consistently does a subpar job?1

Consider that in three of the world’s so-called most advanced democracies—the United States, the United Kingdom, and France—over two thirds of the population think their governing elites are corrupt. (In my native country of France, this figure reached 74 percent in 2025!) In both the United States and France, large majorities think their political system needs drastic changes.2 Sixty-three percent of Americans express little confidence in the future of the US political system,3 and 56 percent of the French want a Sixth Republic.

Consider that in recent high-stakes elections, the 2016 Brexit vote in the UK and the 2016 and 2024 presidential elections in the United States, voters seem to be rejecting the status quo as much as choosing outcomes.

Consider that when the media cover politics they talk only about the horse race, the scandals, the strategizing, the posturing, and rarely—at best superficially—the substance of issues. Consider that when political scientists crunch the numbers, they find that the preferences of rich people shape policy outcomes and law substantially more than those of the majority do.4

We could blame these problems on external factors and forces, such as globalization, capitalism, and the fast-paced changes brought by new technologies, foreign threats, or immigration—all of which undeniably make the job of governing at the scale of a nation-state quite difficult. And politicians are naturally the first to place the blame for their failed policies and the persistent “crisis of democracy” on these external factors.

But excuses can go only so far. Chronic underperformance and widespread dissatisfaction with the system—along with a growing retreat from it—should make one thing clear: There’s a fundamental problem with the system itself. While electoral representation may have made sense two centuries ago, in a vastly different context and for very different populations, it’s no longer up to the task, especially in modern societies of educated citizens with access to information.

I’ve reached this conclusion after a decade or more of resisting it. Like many people, I initially blamed empirical, external factors for the increasingly glaring inefficiencies and injustices of the system. My thinking was remedial: How can we improve the system without fundamentally changing it? For example, what if we got rid of money in politics or at least engaged in campaign finance reforms that leveled the playing field? What if we reached out more aggressively to minorities, women, and those on low incomes so they are given greater opportunities to run for elections, in the hope that we then have a greater diversity of profiles in government? What if we introduced strict term limits to prevent power entrenchment and expand further the pool of decision-makers? Or what if we did more to educate voters? For if they were better informed, they would care more, and democracy would yield better and more legitimate results. Surely, my thinking was, we have the politicians we deserve. The problem must be us, not them.

But this line of thinking, as it turns out, is flawed. Worse, it shifts the blame onto the victims—the ordinary citizens, especially those who’ve given up on a failing system. The next step down that slippery slope is often something like this: How about, as the political philosopher Jason Brennan suggests, we disenfranchise those who can’t be bothered to learn the basics of politics, or “correct” their votes to better align with the preferences of the educated? What’s so wrong with disenfranchising, say, 5 percent of the population, i.e., those who can’t pass a basic civics test? Or how about “10 percent less democracy” and that much more of a role for experts, as the economist Garett Jones has recently argued?5 From these “solutions,” it’s a short hop and a skip to dictatorship of the (supposedly) knowledgeable.

A question arises: Why do most of us continue to adhere blindly to democracy as we know it and struggle to envision alternatives? The answer is quite simple. It’s inherently challenging to imagine a future that diverges from our current reality and to move from what is to what should be. In my experience teaching political philosophy to undergraduates, I’ve observed that many struggle with the distinction between descriptive statements (what is) and normative statements (what ought to be). People often assume the future both will and should resemble the past, partly because the present is heavily influenced by it. Yet, as the philosopher David Hume famously argued, moral conclusions cannot be derived from purely factual statements or observations. In other words, you cannot derive an “ought” from an “is.”

Additionally, the people currently in power are seemingly incapable of seeing the problems and the need for reform in a system that has worked so well for them. Not unlike many among the “boomer generation,” who blame their kids and grandkids for failing to have a stable job, a house, and a couple of kids by age thirty, as they themselves so successfully did, our current elites (also mostly boomers) do not for a minute suspect that they might be part of the problem. And so, when people complain, they try to shame the rest of us into thinking that it’s our fault because we don’t vote often or well enough. Meanwhile, young people have figured it out. They no longer expect much from periodic elections and party competition. For them, life-changing politics—of climate, social justice, and other topics of urgent importance—happens elsewhere. Unfortunately, they are largely right, and this book is mostly for them.

If you picked up this book, young or not, chances are you already agree—at least in part—with its diagnosis. But the title might have you scratching your head. Politics without politicians? What does that even mean? Sure, politicians are often bad—but aren’t they a necessary evil? Politics is a job, after all. In large, complex industrial societies, surely we need professionals to run the show? If not politicians, then who? And isn’t politics itself what creates politicians? Even if we got rid of all the shady characters we grudgingly vote for every few years, wouldn’t their replacements—whether ordinary citizens or experts—inevitably become politicians too? You can remove politicians from politics, but politics, by its nature, seems destined to turn anyone with power into a politician.

And anyway, what do we even mean by “politician”?

I try to answer these questions and more in this book. But the gist of it can be summarized by a famous quip by the American conservative author and journalist William F. Buckley Jr. In a 1961 Esquire magazine interview, Buckley said: “I would rather be governed by the first 2,000 people in the telephone directory than by the Harvard University faculty.”

On the surface, this quote seems like a lighthearted jab at Harvard elites—an easy target, especially coming from someone who went to Yale. Most people read Buckley’s remark ironically: Surely, the idea of preferring governance by a random group of citizens over Harvard’s faculty is too absurd to be taken seriously. But there’s another way to interpret it—a literal one—and I suspect that’s what Buckley truly meant. A large, random sample of the population might not be such a bad mix of people. In fact, it could be both more democratic and more effective to be governed by them than by a group of Harvard academics.

If the first two thousand names in the phone book are a better choice than Harvard’s faculty, then why wouldn’t they also be a better bet than the few hundred elected officials who actually govern us? Especially when so many of those officials come from Ivy League schools themselves. Today, there are compelling historical and social scientific arguments to support this provocative, seemingly counterintuitive claim. My first book, Democratic Reason, explored many of these arguments, and I’ll revisit them later in this book. At their core, they relate to the collective wisdom of ordinary people and the unique way a true, deliberative democracy can harness and channel that wisdom.

Bringing the Shy People Out

Another crucial element of my answer, however, is something I have come to appreciate only recently, and which I elaborate for the first time in this book: the importance of designing institutions from the perspective of and for the people least likely to seek or want power—those I will call, for lack of a better term, “the shy.” I was inspired by a striking quote from the early-twentieth-century British essayist G. K. Chesterton, a figure with both conservative and radical leanings, who, though not otherwise a major influence on this book, offers this brilliant definition of democracy: “All real democracy is an attempt (like that of a jolly hostess) to bring the shy people out.”6 I first encountered this quote in Maurice Pope’s posthumously published The Keys to Democracy, a visionary work defending lot-based democracy in the 1980s, when few believed such an idea was practicable. Given my small role in helping Pope find readers for his book,7 I take the liberty of lifting this incredible quote, hoping to do more with it than he had the chance to.

It is a strange and unusual definition. It’s also an “ought” type of definition, of course, not an empirically accurate or descriptive one. It says something about the nature or essence of democracy as a normative ideal, which reality typically fails to measure up to. According to it, democracy is not primarily about counting votes, elite competition, choosing one’s rulers every few years, or “kicking out the rascals.” It is about creating the conditions under which all of us, even the shy, feel comfortable enough to speak up and participate in public life.

The content of Chesterton’s parenthesis in the above quote—“like that of a jolly hostess”—is also important. There is certainly something dated about the term “jolly hostess.” The noun refers to a role that women at the time of Chesterton’s writings did not necessarily choose, and the adjective comes across as somewhat paternalistic, if not downright sexist. But there is also something powerful and even feminist that we can reclaim for modern times in the idea of an inviting, joyful female figure who seeks to make everyone feel included and good about themselves as a metaphor for democracy.

This quote also suggests that if the test of a real democracy is whether it can make room for and listen to its shiest people, we should therefore conceive of it not merely as a set of impersonal rules, procedures, and institutions. Instead, we should envision democracy as a certain way of being and of treating people. Chesterton, for his part, suggests that democracy ought to emulate a party hostess who at least attempts to make all feel welcome and valued. For him, a real democratic system encourages and prods the people who least want power and lack the self-confidence to speak up to find their inner voice and make it heard. How about that for a radical vision of politics?

Contrast this with the definitions of democracy we are more familiar with. They are often exalted and vague on the specifics, such as “rule of, for, and by the people.” Or they are utterly uninspiring and even downright cynical, like this one, supposedly from Churchill, that declares democracy “the worst form of government except for all the others.”

Occasionally, definitions of democracy are both specific and uninspiring, like the one I was first exposed to as a graduate student and which, I came to realize, still completely dominates political scientists’ understanding of democracy. Democracy, in that view, is simply a method, specifically “that institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the people’s vote.”

This definition was formulated by an Austrian economist named Joseph Schumpeter, who was no friend of democracy. It is minimalist and premised on the worst-possible assumptions about citizen competence and agency. Yet somehow it is now the official definition used by influential think tanks like Freedom House, not just to define democracy but also to measure it around the world. Freedom House thus defines democracy as a political system “whose leaders are elected in competitive multi-party and multi-candidate processes in which opposition parties have a legitimate chance of attaining … or participating in power.”

What is striking about both the original Schumpeterian definition and the derivative version by Freedom House is its exclusive focus on elites competing for power and on the role of leaders, parties, and electoral candidates. Ordinary citizens—those who actually do the electing and for whom the whole system is supposed to be functioning—are nowhere to be found. Such an oversight is a good illustration of the problems with existing representative systems. Ordinary citizens are peripheral to them, convened now and again for the purpose of selecting representatives but kept at bay most of the time. When they are consulted on the substance of issues, in the occasional referendum, it is to express a simple yes or no, not the nuanced and rich opinions they often hold.

Another issue with this common definition of democracy is its narrow focus on vote counting and majority rule. In this view, the winning party gains the right to implement policies simply because it received more votes than the losing minority. While counting votes and majority rule are undeniably important—essential, even—they are not the whole story. Democracy can and should deploy mechanisms that make minorities feel valued and heard, not just outvoted. The problem with focusing purely on voting and competition, as seen in Schumpeterian models of democracy, is that it overlooks the importance of deliberation and listening—that is, the giving and receiving of reasons for the policies and laws that are ultimately imposed on all. This perspective reduces democracy to a numbers game, ignoring the potential for a more constructive process where diverse voices contribute to shaping decisions.

In this book, I pursue an “ought” definition and vision of politics, one that is constrained but not determined by what is. It consists, first, in imagining politics without professional politicians—that is, people for whom politics is a job—and envisioning instead a system run by ordinary citizens, who exercise politics as both a right and a duty. It consists, second, of a vision of politics centering deliberative processes—ordinary people talking to one another with the goal of coming to a joint decision that works for most, rather than elites and interest groups bargaining with one another, or just aggregative procedures tallying up votes. It consists, third, in paying particular attention to the perspectives of what Chesterton called “the shy.” Chesterton probably had in mind the natural introverts. As I use the term in this book, however, “the shy” refers more broadly to the many among us who are shy not so much by virtue of a natural predisposition as by structural forces that create in them a sense of inadequacy, inferiority, or lack of worth. Class, gender, race, age, and sexual orientation are among the many possible sources of this constructed shyness, which prevents many people from speaking for themselves and sometimes causes them to retreat from politics altogether.

And it is a fact that the shy are not well represented in electoral politics. Elections thrive on the ability of individuals to stand out and compete. They oversample and empower the extroverted, the confident, and the downright arrogant and entitled. They turn off the self-effacing and easily intimidated, as well as those who despise aggressive tactics and self-promotion.

You might rightly ask: Why is that a problem? Maybe politicians bring qualities to the table that more than make up for their flaws. Perhaps the people who are missing are absent for a reason—maybe they have nothing to say or contribute. On the flip side, what’s the real benefit of “bringing the shy people out”? Might there be a good reason why talented orators and speakers should take, and hog, the floor in politics?

It’s natural to hold tight to what’s familiar, but this book aims to loosen your grip. It proposes a different vision of politics, one in which confidence is not the responsibility of those who want to participate but that of the system itself, which seeks to make everyone comfortable enough that they want and are able to participate.

An Alternative System

Let me first paint with a broad brush a picture of the alternative system I have in mind. Imagine hundreds of everyday people from all around the country, from every age and walk of life, all selected by a national lottery. They come together for extended periods of time in a parliament-like institution to deliberate and decide ways to address the housing crisis or the opioid crisis, or how to do something about gun regulation. They are paid for their time and all their expenses are covered. Their deliberations are enriched by input from the larger population and by the support of experts and civil servants. Their recommendations either feed into the legislative process, are sent to a referendum, or become law. When they are done after a few months, they go home and return to their regular lives, though many may now be friends and keep in touch. As generations of people rotate in and out of this parliament, and its equivalents at the local level, the quality of laws and policies improves all around.

In previous works, I called the core elements of this vision “open democracy,” emphasizing that it is a system in which power is accessible to all. Here, I call it “politics without politicians,” partly as a provocation, and partly because it more clearly suggests making room for regular people.

Regular people, ordinary citizens, or everyday people—whatever we want to call them—are different from politicians in that, for them, politics is not a career or a business or even a vocation. In my vision of politics without politicians, politics is neither a job nor a chore. It is instead a civic duty and an occasional, albeit momentous, responsibility.

We will see in later chapters what politics with ordinary citizens and without politicians could mean in terms of preferred institutional design. As a preview, my own vision (which is by no means the only possible one) centers on deliberative assemblies of citizens appointed through civic lotteries—large juries, if you will— and combines those with regular moments of mass voting on salient issues or issues put to a referendum by citizens’ initiatives, as well as other forms of direct participatory mechanisms building on local practices and customs. Please keep in mind that this vision is not complete. It’s not extremely detailed. It’s not going to answer all your questions. But it’s a vision that can hopefully guide a different kind of politics, whether we take it in a more radical direction or a more reformist one.

Some of you may balk at some of these ideas, in particular the idea of replacing elected politicians with citizens chosen by lot. Such an alternative goes by several other names—random selection, sortition, lottocracy, minipublics, or citizens’ assemblies—yet the underlying ideal is the same. Support for it is no longer fringe. In France, where only 44 percent of the population still supports democracy in its current electoral form, 37 percent would rather move to a system based on lottery and mass referenda.8 There is also a long and growing list of established academics and prominent activists who are pushing a sortitionist agenda and who will make appearances in this book.

The idea of a citizen parliament has, for example, been endorsed publicly by Kofi Annan, Nobel Peace Prize laureate and former secretary-general of the United Nations. Reflecting on the crisis of democracy on the occasion of the 2017 Athens Democracy Forum, Annan said:


We need to make our democracies more inclusive … to bring in the young, the poor and minorities. An interesting idea … would be to reintroduce the ancient Greek practice of selecting parliaments by lot instead of election. In other words, parliamentarians would no longer be nominated by political parties, but chosen at random for a limited term, in the way many jury systems work. This would prevent the formation of self-serving and self-perpetuating political classes disconnected from their electorates.9



Annan was building on ideas from my fellow sortitionist David Van Reybrouck, author of the international bestseller Against Elections. Despite its provocative title, Van Reybrouck’s book does not explicitly call for replacing parliaments with citizen juries. Annan leaned into the more radical interpretation of his work, but the more realistic and likely approach—a hybrid democracy that blends bodies selected by lot with existing elected assemblies—would still be transformative. Such a system could bring significant change if it shifted enough power from politicians to citizens’ assemblies, giving ordinary people a real voice in decision-making.

Whether you believe in it or not, a new form of democracy based on random selection is already emerging, albeit in limited form. Around the world, efforts are underway to enhance political systems with democratic innovations, including jury-like bodies often referred to as “minipublics.” These minipublics are experiencing a revival not seen since ancient Athens. In this book, I’ll share examples of minipublics I’ve studied—one of which I’ve even co-governed. But these are just the beginning. A report by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), subtitled “Catching the Deliberative Wave,” documented 733 such minipublics (as of 2023) across thirty-four countries,10 including Canada, Ireland, France, Japan, Korea, and Australia, as well as Argentina, Brazil, China, and Mongolia. Expanding the scope to non-government-sponsored projects—such as most deliberative polls conducted by Stanford University’s Deliberative Democracy Lab—brings the total to over fifty countries, with examples in Uganda, Kenya, India, Morocco, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia.11

Over the last thirty years, minipublics have proven adaptable across cultures and contexts, even in deeply divided societies. These randomly selected bodies are used to generate ideas, policy recommendations, and, in some cases, legislative proposals. They consistently demonstrate that, under the right conditions, ordinary citizens are capable of informed deliberation, reasoned judgment, and even competent lawmaking. In fact, evidence shows they perform as well as, or better than, professional politicians in many respects.

Minipublics also tend to produce trans-partisan recommendations, reflecting the dominant ideological leanings of their populations while remaining inclusive of minority views and responsive to their concerns. They have shown a capacity for bold, innovative solutions—whether tackling moral issues, like abortion or assisted dying; technical ones, like electoral reform; or systemic and multidimensional problems, like climate justice. These assemblies prove that ordinary citizens, when empowered and equipped, can rise to the demands of governance in ways that both complement and challenge traditional political institutions.

After decades of global experimentation, some cities and states are now institutionalizing citizen-led decision-making. In 2019, Belgium’s German-speaking region became the first to establish a permanent citizen jury—twenty-four randomly selected citizens tasked with setting the local parliament’s agenda and convening fifty-person citizen assemblies to propose policies.12 In November 2022, Brussels announced the creation of a permanent citizens’ assembly on climate, with one hundred randomly selected citizens meant to rotate in and out of it for the indefinite future to help figure out the path to climate justice.13 In November 2023, Paris created its own permanent, all-purpose, one-hundred-person-strong assembly of randomly selected Parisians. In 2024, the second cohort of this assembly produced its first citizen-written bill, containing twenty measures on homelessness, in collaboration with the city council.14 The question is no longer if other cities, states, and international bodies will follow, but when. Even UN officials are now contemplating a permanent global citizens’ assembly to complement their governance processes.

Meanwhile, various nongovernmental actors and organizations are also looking into this way of including citizens’ voices in important decision processes. In fall 2022, after some initial trial phases at the national level, Meta gathered six thousand randomly selected people from its global user base to deliberate, broken up into smaller groups, on how to regulate cyberbullying in the Metaverse. They followed up in 2023 and 2024 with similar, albeit smaller-scale processes on generative AI. Although the impact of these efforts on Meta’s internal decision process is largely unknown, they arguably created a precedent for a different way of including the company’s stakeholders. In a more modest vein but with the ambitious goal of reforming corporate governance, in 2023, an investment fund in the Netherlands piloted a deliberative assembly of fifty randomly selected investors—a process it called a “member dialogue”—to help determine its investment strategy going forward.15 Similarly, Norwegian NGOs recently piloted a citizens’ assembly to give ordinary citizens a say over the way Norway’s $1.8 trillion wealth fund should invest its money going forward. This assembly presented its recommendations to the Norwegian parliament in May 2025.16 In both public and private sectors, at both collective and individual levels, the old logic of closed, elite decision-making seems to be giving way—if only for PR purposes in some cases—to a more inclusive approach that invites ordinary people into the conversation. As I write, the analyses of these experiments are just beginning to emerge.

Confessions of a Shy “Aristocrat”

At this point, you might be intrigued, if not quite convinced. I hope the next chapters will bring you fully on board. But before I dive deeper into arguments and examples, let me say a few words about where I’m speaking from. I grew up thinking an author should be self-effacing. But I’ve come to appreciate that every point of view comes from somewhere, and I owe it to my reader to share a bit about how my life experiences have shaped my current convictions. Also, it is hard not to anticipate the perfectly legitimate question on some readers’ minds: What does a white professor of European descent teaching at an American Ivy League institution have to contribute to debates about democracy in the twenty-first century?

In my world, there is a long-running joke that academics write about the opposite of what they fundamentally are. From that perspective, given that my career has consisted of writing about democracy, I should be an aristocrat. And that rings partly true. After all, I teach at Yale University and live a comfortable, privileged life. I like nice things. Plus, I sing opera (not very well).

I’m not an actual aristocrat, of course. My father taught biology at the University of Caen, in Normandy, and my mother was a preschool teacher. Both my parents came from families of peasants, and I spent part of my youth on their small farms. My parents gave my siblings and me a solidly middle-class childhood and instilled in us the knowledge that money does not grow on trees.

But despite this relatively ordinary background, I cannot say I ever imbibed democratic beliefs from my upbringing or school education. I was brought up instead to respect and be extremely deferential to all forms of authority—from my parents and grandparents to my teachers and doctors to essentially anyone else with status when I had none. Politicians like François Mitterrand and then Jacques Chirac, who governed France for much of my youth, modeled a form of republican paternalism that seemed inescapable. As a girl, I modeled my external behavior after that of my mom and many of the other French women around me: self-effacing and constantly seeking to please. I was also reserved and self-conscious, a fair-skinned, bespectacled child prone to turning tomato red when put in the spotlight.

At age twelve, however, I suddenly became popular and was elected class delegate. In this new role, I experienced the corrupting effect of power on myself and others, specifically when it is acquired through what is essentially a likability contest. I lost friends, gained a bunch of fake ones, was suspected of dating the other class delegate (which ruined my friendship with him too), became a little arrogant and condescending in the process, and got co-opted by the teachers and some parents. It was awful. And a good lesson.

At eighteen, because I was a good student, I got to escape to Paris, where I entered the cliquish and elitist world of classes préparatoires at Henry IV, then one of the top two schools preparing students to enter the even more rarefied world of grandes écoles, specialized “elite” colleges in France akin to the American Ivy League. Even though I had no idea what that meant at the time, I was determined to go there. After two grueling years—of constant academic humiliation but also great learning and self-discovery—I took the national exam and, to my ecstasy, was admitted to the École Normale Supérieure (“Superior Normal School”).

As the name suggests, and despite the confusing reference to “normality,” this school is not for ordinary people, but for “superior” ones. And it was there, for the first time, that I started to think of myself as belonging to some kind of elite group meant to occupy the top positions in the country. Everybody treated me that way—well, except for my parents, who, to their credit, rightly thought this was going to my head. Professors addressed us as future leaders, while at the same time confusingly made us feel inadequate in plenty of ways. And philosophy, the discipline I chose to study at the École Normale, was telling me, via Plato, that the republic needed to be put in the hands of philosopher-kings. This might seem incredible, but I actually believed that to be the right view, at the time.

I continued on to Sciences Po, where future énarques (top civil servants who run the French state) are trained. There, I witnessed entitlement and bratty behavior on a scale I had never seen before. It made me uncomfortable, and I ended up making almost no friends. But I probably came across as just as aloof and entitled. Students from the École Normale Supérieure mostly kept to themselves, and while I like to think I was a bit more open-minded than my peers, I had absorbed both the Parisian hauteur and the grandes écoles’ air of superiority.

But then things came crashing down. For one, the arrogance that is nurtured by this kind of educational system always comes with great ego fragility and is in itself an obstacle to actual learning. Though I was good at pretending, like everyone else, most of the time I felt like a fraud. I would never admit I did not know something; I would never ask a genuine question in seminars or lectures. When my ignorance was inadvertently revealed, the resulting judging look or comment burned my cheeks red. The norm among normaliens was to act as if one were infallible.

Perhaps partly as a result, at twenty-five I failed the philosophy aggregation, an exam that is supposed to anoint the top teachers of the republic but mostly opens the academic path to research, which was what I wanted to pursue as the most prestigious option. I failed that exam not once, not twice—which is not uncommon—but three times. The third time, the humiliation was too much. It nearly broke me. I had to decide: Was the problem me, or the system? I decided to leave France and go and prove myself in a completely different environment.

That new environment was Harvard—another elite school. I went for what was supposed to be just a one-year exchange program, but I did everything I could to stay. I managed to do so, in part, on the strength of my then just-published book on the concept of probability in David Hume’s moral philosophy. (I may have failed that damn exam, but I was a good researcher.) The American experience, however, ended up changing my life completely and is really what put me on the path to becoming an actual democrat.

Harvard University was not, to say the least, a place where much faith was placed in ordinary folks or even democracy as a political system. At the time, in the early 2000s, it was still the cradle of liberals in politics (including those who sided with the conservatives to take us on the disastrous path to the Iraq War) and neoliberals in economics (“globalization lifts all boats” and “there is no alternative,” as I idiotically repeated to my skeptical Communist uncle and aunt back in Normandy). It was a place where experts were revered and ordinary people distrusted. Joseph Schumpeter’s view of democracy as a competition between elites for popular votes, for example, dominated the government department. Drawn as I was to the literature on collective intelligence in psychology, and deliberative and participatory democracy in political theory, I found myself intellectually quite alone there—except for the wonderful Jane Mansbridge, who was teaching over at the Kennedy School of Government.

However, there was something different about Harvard compared to the elite French schools I came from. The seminar model was welcoming of all views and levels of competency, without judgment. Professors did not lecture from on high, modeling omniscient authority; they practiced the Socratic method of teasing answers out of us. Students listened to one another with respect and disagreed with passion, never contempt. When they did not understand something, they asked, and—gasp—no one judged them for it. It took me a long time to stop blushing in embarrassment for students who revealed their ignorance, though. As a student who had never spoken, or really thought, in class before, I blossomed. I also learned to tame my own strongly judgmental French instincts (not completely successfully, though, as my husband can assure you).

Additionally, life on campus taught me another lesson. For all the differences between people, there was a norm of equal respect toward others—regardless of origin, wealth, gender, race, etc.—which, however frequently violated in practice, was nonetheless very much assumed to be right. It is the same norm that struck Alexis de Tocqueville, another, more famous Norman visitor to America, when he spoke of the “equality of conditions” in the United States.

Only on that background did it start to dawn on me how sexist, paternalist, and even classist, among other things, my French environment had been. I started adjusting my own behavior accordingly. I started lowering my guard and opening up to people I would not have thought of talking to back in France. I started really paying attention and listening to others. All of this internal change, incidentally, did not come without a price, both to my identity and my private life. No changes do, and it is a good thing to keep in mind for the reader of a book pushing forward some rather radical ideas.

Today, I’m a full professor of political science at a prestigious Ivy League university in the United States. That title comes with privilege—and blind spots. I’m hardly the ideal spokesperson for ordinary citizens. Yet, despite the confidence I’ve built over time, my naturally reserved disposition and a personal history of failure and rejection have led me to question educational and political systems that reward only the bold and ambitious. From my position in US academia, I’ve had the rare luxury of time—something most people don’t—to think deeply about our political regimes, their history, and the philosophical foundations that shape them.

I have spent the last fifteen years writing about what democracy means and how we can do it better. I have researched concrete cases of democratic innovations, like the 2010–2013 Icelandic crowdsourced constitutional process and the 2019 French Citizens’ Convention for Climate. I have advised the governments of Finland, Belgium, Argentina, Chile, and France on ways to make their processes more inclusive and participatory. Most recently, I even co- governed the second citizens’ convention in France, on the topic of end-of-life issues. This last experience, in particular, gave me access to the engine room of a citizens’ assembly. It also gave me a better understanding of the institutional power players who may facilitate or oppose political change.

Meanwhile, at my own academic institution, Yale University, I sat on the Faculty of Arts and Sciences Senate for two years—another mostly disillusioning experience with another electoral politics of sorts. All of this has made me, if anything, more of a radical democrat. I’m convinced that the last thing we need at the top of government is people like me or people chosen through a popularity contest. Like Buckley, I, too, would rather be governed by the first two thousand names in a telephone book than clones of myself or my colleagues, or the latest rotating cast of elected politicians.

Reclaiming Populism

Before I launch into my critique of politicians, let me address a suspicion that may already be forming in your mind. Am I some radical populist plotting to dismantle decent government and replace it with socialist totalitarianism under the banner of “real democracy”? And doesn’t it concern me that my book’s thesis could be twisted into a justification for anti-parliamentarianism—even violence against elected officials?

I’m not going to dignify the first question with an answer. One should be able to question an existing system without being immediately suspected of the worst possible intentions. But I do worry about the second point. My goal is definitely not to increase cynicism and revolutionary rage against elected authorities. And nothing justifies violence against the political personnel currently in place, who for the most part just happen to play by the existing constitutional rules. But just because a truth is painful and may be misused or misdirected does not make it less of a truth. The solutions put forward by populists of the left or the right are wrongheaded and dangerous. They are even self-contradicting to the extent that they typically call on us to, one more time, one “last” time, use elections to select the one good guy (always a guy) who will save us and “drain the swamp.”

But their diagnosis—the excessive elitism of our current system, to which populism is, after all, largely a reaction—is not wrong. Politicians are part of the problem, if not the only problem. By politicians I do not mean any specific people, many of whom are, individually, decent. I mean politicians as a group, the group who run campaigns and need voters to elect them, and who stay in power so long that they become a class of their own. Whatever their personal, individual qualities, those do not add up to assemblies capable of either fully democratic representation or smart, optimally beneficial legislation.

I see “politics without politicians” in two distinct ways. The first—and most radical—is as an alternative to the status quo. It’s an exercise in political imagination, a call to invent what doesn’t yet exist while drawing inspiration from the past. It challenges the way we think of parliaments (my main focus in the book), but also the presidency, which is perhaps where our minds most naturally go when we think of elections. In a system where the legislature is randomly selected, would an elected president still make sense? Should that function be rethought? If so, how? Should we perhaps even rethink the whole articulation of the three branches of power, including the judiciary? This path is, therefore, revolutionary, maybe even utopian. It may serve best as a thought experiment— a way to step back, challenge the status quo, and expose its flaws.

The second approach focuses on creating opportunities within traditional political systems for ordinary citizens. Here, politics without politicians means carving out spaces, at all levels of the polity, where nonpoliticians can operate independently, even legislate, without the gatekeeping of professional politicians. While this approach remains radical—shifting power away from politicians to everyday people—it stops short of being revolutionary, at least in the near to medium term. Existing institutions are preserved, but adapted and hybridized to integrate these new citizen-driven spaces. Whether these changes help stabilize existing institutions—preserving the status quo while improving it—or eventually, in the long term, lead to their replacement and an entirely new institutional equilibrium is not something that is entirely predictable. Things could go either way.

I am compelled to step forward with these proposals, both the reformist and more revolutionary kinds, because what I have to say is starkly different from the views of many of my academic colleagues, both predecessors and contemporaries, who have put forward depressing and paralyzing treatises on the crisis, decay, or backsliding of democracy. Their solutions often consist in shoring up our existing model of democracy and trying to return us to some idealized good old times that perhaps never were, or were good for only some people. But if I’m right, and if this model of democracy is at least partly the reason why we are in so much trouble today, then we need to move forward, not backward. As you’ll soon find out, I’m an optimist, but I’m no Pollyanna. I see the gulf between the ideal of democracy and the reality of plutocratic and exclusionary politics in the United States and elsewhere. But I also see that it’s not too late for reform.
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In the fall of 2018, the French government passed a carbon tax, ostensibly to address environmental concerns but primarily, it seems, to close a two-million-euro deficit in the national budget. The move backfired spectacularly. By November, the Yellow Vests movement had emerged, named after the neon safety vests that all French motorists are required by law to keep in their vehicles and wear in case of emergencies, such as roadside accidents or breakdowns. Protesters donned these vests both for visibility while blocking highways and occupying traffic circles across the country and as a symbol of their demand to be seen. The movement exploded, with demonstrators flooding Paris and marching on the Champs-Élysées every weekend for months. Their demands for social justice resonated, drawing support from over two thirds of the French population at its peak. But public sympathy faded as a violent faction emerged—torching public property, looting luxury shops, and threatening to storm government ministries. In a moment of chaos, panicked officials scrambled out of windows, a dramatic turning point that shattered the movement’s image.

I observed the turmoil in disbelief from the United States, glued to the news. I remember thinking: Is it the French Revolution all over again? Are we headed for a civil war? It was clear that we were in a situation unprecedented since at least 1968, and I feared more violence to come. So did the government, which clamped down on the movement with brutal police tactics before turning to a more deliberative solution. In December 2018, President Emmanuel Macron announced the so-called Great National Debate, which consisted of a giant listening and talking session, pausing the country’s politics for three months between January and March 2019. This new approach calmed things down for a while.

Meanwhile, in the United States, discontent was brewing as well, arguably culminating in the right-wing populist uprising that led to the January 6 insurrection. On that fateful day in 2021, a mob of Trump supporters—spurred on by the outgoing president, who refused to concede defeat—marched to the Capitol and stormed the building. The chaos ultimately left several people dead, multiple others injured, and countless members of Congress terrified. Whether we label this ultimately failed invasion an attempted coup or not, the violence was as real as what had unfolded in France. For many observers, this event marked the end of American exceptionalism. It exposed American democracy as being just as fragile and susceptible to demagoguery as any other. To me, it revealed strikingly similar fault lines in both France and the United States, even though their political movements stemmed from opposite ends of the ideological spectrum. The common thread seemed to be widespread discontent with a political system seen as detached, incompetent, corrupt, and fundamentally unjust.

All around the world, in fact, similar protests have been observed in the last few decades. In Taiwan, in 2014, students started what is now known as the Sunflower Movement by occupying Parliament for three weeks, to protest a free trade agreement with China but more generally in reaction to corruption in government and unrepresentative politics. In the United Kingdom, in 2016, the Brexit vote was the more procedural way in which the masses expressed their rejection of neoliberal politics, the lack of transparency and democratic accountability of the European Union, and the disconnection of the elites behind both. In Chile, in 2019, a small rise in the price of metro tickets spurred massive protests, a political revolution, and two failed attempts at rewriting the constitution. As I write, the government of Serbia (my husband’s native country) just fell, after monthslong student protests—not unlike those that brought down the former dictator Slobodan Milošević—mobilized the country against corrupt politicians and democratic backsliding.1

Iceland, a tiny Nordic country, was the canary in the coal mine in many respects. While the bigger countries had to wait a few years for the consequences of the 2008 financial crisis to hit politically as well as economically, the tiny nation of Iceland collapsed immediately. In 2008, as the country suddenly incurred debts totaling seven times its GDP, the political elites were ousted from power, and thirty-six bankers were eventually imprisoned.2 It being Iceland, the process was peaceful—using yogurt, bananas, and singing as weapons. But the shock waves were quite profound, leading the country to engage in a process of constitutional reform that, although it petered out after a few years, pioneered revolutionary ideas, such as the view that ordinary citizens should be involved in the writing of their own social contract.

What do these events have in common? Profound dissatisfaction with the economic and political system, and distrust of ruling elites. We can call this populism—of the left or of the right—and dismiss it as an irrational, obscure force to be squelched. We can minimize the problem as the normal way democracies function and adjust to changing circumstances, accepting a permanent state of crisis as an inevitable price to pay for the freedom to choose our rulers. Or we can ask ourselves: What isn’t working in our systems that we get to this level of dissatisfaction, instability, and, in some cases, violence?

This chapter examines the systemic flaws in democracy by searching for a design defect at its core. Examining the history and theory behind our political institutions, I argue that the most glaring point of failure lies in how we select our ruling class. The issue isn’t just governance—it’s electoral representation and the professional class of politicians it perpetuates.

But first, to understand why a “politics without politicians” might offer a better, more democratic alternative, we need to define who “politicians” are and how they differ from ordinary citizens.

Politicians

Politicians are people for whom politics is a job. They are professionally involved in politics, typically as a holder of or a candidate for an elected office. I define politics here as the set of activities that revolves around making laws and policies for a given polity, at any level of the system. In representative democracies, politicians are typically elected. Some of them are also appointed—prime ministers in the UK or France, for example. But in representative democracies the legitimacy of politicians—what gives them the moral authority to hold power in the first place—is that they have been elected to the position by their constituents.

So, a politician is someone who is engaged in lawmaking or policymaking activities and is paid or otherwise derives an income for this job. The job arguably requires a number of skills, some of them acquired through practice. Politicians are expected to know how the political system works and how to get things done. A skilled politician knows not only how to win an election, but also how to get a law passed, how to build a coalition, and how to stay in power.

Note that someone who keeps running for elections but never wins or otherwise fails to access a political position of some kind would be no politician at all.
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