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SHOULD WE BE LOTTOCRATS?

Dimitri Landa™
Ryan Pevnick®

In light of representative democracy’s failures, from an inability to effectively address pressing
problems to the yawning economic inequality and deep polarization that it sustains, the
need for reform is obvious and urgent. In the democratic theory literature, there is growing
interest in the potential of lottery-based political institutions as replacements for traditional
forms of electoral democracy. Alexander Guerrero’s Lottocracy (Oxford University Press, 2024) is
among the most interesting, challenging, and provocative arguments for lottery-based political
institutions. Engaging with its arguments is a valuable opportunity to assess where the case
for such institutions stands. In this critical essay, we develop concerns about (1) the critique of
representative democracy that has given rise to interest in lottery-based solutions, and (2) the
potential of lottery-based solutions to solve the problems that ail representative democracies.

I. Introduction

In light of representative democracy’s failures, from an inability to effectively
address pressing problems to the yawning economic inequality and deep
polarization that it sustains, the need for reform is obvious and urgent. In
the democratic theory literature, there is growing interest in the potential
of lottery-based political institutions.! In this essay, we develop concerns

* Politics, New York University.
t Politics, New York University.

1. For influential examples in a large and rapidly growing literature, see John Burnheim, Is De-
mocracy Possible? (Sydney University Press, 2006); John P. McCormick, “Contain the Wealthy and
Patrol the Magistrates,” American Political Science Review 100, no. 2 (2006): 147-63, https://doi.
01g/10.1017/S0003055406062071; Alex Zakaras, “Lot and Democratic Representation: A Modest
Proposal,” Constellations17, no. 3 (2010): 455-71, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8675.2010.00608.X;
Alexander A. Guerrero, “Against Elections: The Lottocratic Alternative,” Philosophy & Public Af-
fairs 42, no. 2 (2014): 135-78, https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12029; John Gastil and Erik Olin Wright,
“Legislature by Lot: Envisioning Sortition within a Bicameral System,” Politics & Society 46, no. 3
(2018): 303-30, https://doi.org/10.1177/0032329218789886; David Owen and Graham Smith, “Sor-
tition, Rotation, and Mandate: Conditions for Political Equality and Deliberative Reasoning,”
Politics & Society 46, no. 3 (2018): 419-34, https://doi.org/10.1177/0032329218789892; Yves
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about the critique of representative democracy that has given rise to interest
in lottery-based alternatives, and assess the potential of these alternatives to
solve the problems that ail representative democracies.

Our point of entry is Alexander Guerrero’s Lottocracy, which is among the
most interesting, challenging, and provocative arguments for lottery-based
political institutions.> More than any other work in the now voluminous
literature, it offers detailed institutional descriptions of lottocratic institu-
tions and engages with their real and presumptive critics. The position that
Guerrero defends in the book is also, in an important sense, focal. Unlike
most defenses of lottery-based political institutions, Lotfocracy proposes to
do away with elections altogether—what is on offer here is an alternative
regime type, not a proposal for incremental reform or even a hybrid institu-
tional regime. These qualities make Lottocracy an important touchpoint for
thinking about the potential of lottery-based institutions.

Guerrero’s broad argument proceeds in two main steps. First, it contends
that elections are a primary cause of modern democracy’s shortcomings.
Second, it makes the case that a system of governance by randomly selected
citizens, serving in issue-specific legislative assemblies, can be expected to
make policy that would be preferable to what we can expect from represen-
tative democracies. This is both because selected citizens would not face the
ostensibly perverse incentives created by elections and because those se-
lected would form a descriptively representative body, which would bring a
much wider variety of perspectives to bear than do elected chambers. Mean-
while, using single-issue chambers—devoted to the important topics fac-
ing a political community, from agriculture, crime, and energy, to housing,
immigration, taxation, and so forth—would allow ordinary citizens, via ex-
pert testimony and three-year terms, to gain the knowledge needed to make
competent decisions.

There is a lot to admire in this book, even for those who might be hesitant
to embrace its ultimate conclusions. To pick just a few of the many impor-
tant and novel argument threads that appear in it:

Sintomer, “From Deliberative to Radical Democracy? Sortition and Politics in the Twenty-First
Century,” Politics & Society 46, no. 3 (2018): 337-57, https://doi.org/10.1177/0032329218789888;
Arash Abizadeh, “Representation, Bicameralism, Political Equality, and Sortition: Reconstitut-
ing the Second Chamber as a Randomly Selected Assembly,” Perspectives on Politics 19, no. 3
(2020): 1-16, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592719004626; and Hélene Landemore, Open Democ-
racy: Reinventing Popular Rule for the Twenty-First Century (Princeton University Press, 2020),
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctviocrczs.

2. Alexander Guerrero, Lottocracy: Democracy without Elections (Oxford University Press,
2024), https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780198856368.001.0001.
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¢ There is a sharp and persuasive analysis of the challenges of relying on
the media to provide citizens with the information that accountability
-based mechanisms of governance require. The book articulates a key
dilemma that democratic theory has not systematically grappled with:
a privately funded media is likely to be overly focused on entertainment
(at the cost of providing citizens with needed information), while a pub-
licly funded media is unlikely to be sufficiently critical of government.?

e There is a trenchant critique of “hybrid solutions,” such as bicameral
legislatures, with one chamber populated via popular elections, and the
other via random selection.* While recognizing their appeal, Guerrero
shows how it can come to pass that “rather than ‘a best of both worlds’
situation, this kind of hybrid arrangement would likely result in a ‘worst
of both worlds’ situation.”> Among other difficulties he notes, forcing
legislation to be approved by bodies populated in very different ways
heightens the risk of a paralyzing status quo bias.®

¢ There is a nuanced and detailed response to Cristina Lafont’s criticism
that, unlike direct and electoral democracy, lottocracy requires citi-
zens' “blind deference” to policy-makers, which is incompatible with
self-government. The core of the response sets out important distinc-
tions between kinds of deference: unqualified and irrevocable; instru-
mental vs. respect-based; to institutions vs. to specific persons; forced
vs. by choice, and provides a superb closely argued conceptual analysis,
ultimately rejecting the criticism. While Guerrero’s response is surely
not the last word in this debate, it articulates a very thoughtful perspec-
tive that is novel to the literature.”

¢ There is a thoughtful and sensitive discussion of the ethical issues that
arise when one presses for radical political reform. The book draws atten-
tion to the uncertainty that is inherent in such changes. This uncertainty
is aggravated by the risk that a movement pressing for such changes will
tend to vilify opponents in a way that will make the movement unrecep-
tive to new information. In light of such concerns, Lottocracy endorses

3.1bid,, 85.

4. For two influential proposals of this kind, see Gastil and Wright, “Legislature by Lot” and
Abizadeh, “Representation.”

5. Guerrero, Lottocracy, 140.

6.1bid., 141.

7. For an important alternative perspective, see Cristina Lafont and Nadia Urbinati, The
Lottocratic Mentality: Defending Democracy against Lottocracy (Oxford University Press, 2024),
https://doi.org/10.1093/9780191982903.003.0001.
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an ethic for revolutionaries that prescribes, among other things, a con-
scientious openness to dissenters and unwelcome information. It is to
the book’s great credit that it takes such concerns seriously.

One of Guerrero’s explicit goals, and perhaps the book’s greatest contri-
bution, is to spur a broader conversation about political reform in modern
democracies. In that spirit, we want to press, first, a challenge to its crit-
icism of representative democracy, and then, second, to its argument for
lottocracy.

Il. The Critique of Representative Democracy

The book draws a withering portrait of representative democracy. Citizens
are ignorant and unable to hold representatives to account, representatives
have an irredeemable short-term bias, and citizens are baited into a contest
of vicious partisanship that is encouraged and heightened by an irresponsi-
ble press. Residents of the United States will, no doubt, find an awful lot that
is familiar in this portrayal. We certainly do.

Why are democracies performing so poorly? Lotfocracy’s account is subtle,
and we cannot summarize every aspect of it here. The crux of the argument,
however, proceeds as follows:?

1. Modern democracies are large.

2. Partly as a result, the problems that they must contend with are
complex.

3. Given that citizens are extremely unlikely to have a decisive effect on
policy choices, they have little reason to invest in the knowledge that
would be needed to address those problems effectively.

4. Indeed, citizens typically know too little to hold representatives ac-
countable, which gives representatives the freedom to use their power
for rent-seeking.

5. Meanwhile, even if citizens did manage to get representatives to be re-
sponsive to their policy preferences, such responsiveness would reflect
citizens’ lack of information, which would itself be problematic.

6. Therefore, modern representative democracies cannot deliver a form
of responsiveness that meaningfully answers to the interests of citizens.

8. Guerrero, Lottocracy, 8.
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The book, thus, identifies the fundamental inability of elections to provide
meaningful forms of accountability as the central problem facing modern
representative democracies. This problem is exacerbated by three important
and connected difficulties. First, electoral systems stoke vicious partisanship,
pitting citizens against one another.? Second, electoral systems incentivize
representatives to focus on short-term performance, often at the expense
of addressing long-term problems.'° Third, electoral systems tend to select
demographically unrepresentative officials, which leads them to consider an
artificially limited set of issues and viewpoints.'*:'?

Since the problems that undermine electoral accountability on this ac-
count are not tied to particular features of a given electoral system (such as
the way that it funds campaigns), but instead relate to the potential of elec-
toral systems in a modern context, they imply that one should not expect
to make significant headway via piecemeal reforms to the electoral system
(e.g., campaign finance reform, lobbying reform, etc.).'® This is why the book
calls, instead, for a regime type—lottocracy—that foregoes the use of elec-
tions altogether.

1. An Empirical Puzzle: Evidence of Accountability's Importance

The critical argument taps into important, widely shared intuitions, but it
also creates a puzzle that goes to the heart of the argument. The puzzle con-
cerns the relationship between the critical argument and empirical evidence
about the performance of electoral democracies.

A large body of literature shows that extending voting rights to a group
(even a minority) leads to public resources being dedicated to their interests.
Consider a few influential examples:

e A study of Brazil shows that lowering the burden that illiterate citizens
face in casting ballots led to a substantial increase in spending on re-
distributive programs, including on healthcare for the poor, and, con-
sequently, to a significant reduction in the incidence of low-weight
births.*

9. Ibid., Lottocracy, ch. 4.

10. Ibid., ch. 5.

11. Ibid., ch. 6.

12. This point has been pursued at length by Hélene Landemore in Open Democracy.

13. Guerrero, Lottocracy, ch. 7.

14. Thomas Fujiwara, “Voting Technology, Political Responsiveness, and Infant Health: Evi-
dence from Brazil,” Econometrica 83, no. 2 (2015): 423-464, https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA11520.
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¢ A study on the 1965 Voting Rights Act in the United States provides
evidence that removing literacy tests led to substantial increases in gov-
ernment spending in areas with larger black populations. This increased
spending is then linked to increased educational enrollment for black
teenagers, as well as improvement in the quality of their educational
experience.'® Another study shows that the Act also led to a substantial
(11%) reduction in child mortality for black infants in counties that were
“covered jurisdictions” under the law, compared to infants in counties
that were not.*®

¢ A study of the United States provides evidence that women’s suffrage
led to significant, and virtually immediate, increases in public health
spending and, as a result, substantial reductions in child mortality.'”
There is also evidence that this extension of voting rights led to signifi-
cant improvements in the education of children, particularly for those
from more disadvantaged backgrounds.'®

e A study on immigration in Belgium and Switzerland provides evi-
dence that the extension of voting rights to immigrants led to substan-
tially higher redistributive spending in areas with larger immigrant
populations.*®

Even in quite imperfect representative democracies, with citizens who are
far from fully informed, we have, then, striking evidence that the extension
of effective voting rights to a group of citizens immediately and dramatically
increases the public resources devoted to their problems.

15. Elizabeth U. Cascio and Ebonya Washington, “Valuing the Vote: The Redistribution of
Voting Rights and State Funds Following the Voting Rights Act 0f1965,” The Quarterly Journal of
Economics 129, no. 1 (2014): 379-433, https://doi.org/10.1093/gje/qjto28.

16. Tamara Rushovich, Rachel C. Nethery, Ariel White, and Nancy Krieger, “1965 US Voting
Rights Act Impact on Black and Black Versus White Infant Death Rates in Jim Crow States, 1959~
1980 and 2017-2021,” American Journal of Public Health 114, no. 3 (2024): 300-308, https://doi.
org/10.2105/AJPH.2023.307518.

17. Grant Miller, “Women’s Suffrage, Political Responsiveness, and Child Survival in American
History,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 123, no. 3 (2008): 1287-1327, https://doi.org/10.1162/
gjec.2008.123.3.1287; also see John R. Lott, Jr. and Lawrence W. Kenny, “Did Women’s Suffrage
Change the Size and Scope of Government?” Journal of Political Economy107, no. 6 (1999): 1163—
1198, https://doi.org/10.1086/250093.

18. Esra Kose, Elira Kuka, and Na'ama Shenhav, “Women’s Suffrage and Children’s Education,”
American Economic Journal: Economic Policy 13, no. 3 (2021): 374-405, https://doi.org/10.1257/
pol.20180677.

19. Jeremy Ferwerda, “Immigration, Voting Rights, and Redistribution: Evidence from
Local Governments in Europe,” The Journal of Politics 83, no. 1 (2021): 321-39, https://doi.
0rg/10.1086/709301. For similar results from Sweden, see Kare Vernby, “Inclusion and Public Pol-
icy: Evidence from Sweden’s Introduction of Noncitizen Suffrage,” American Journal of Political
Science 57, no. 1 (2013): 15-29, https://doi.org/10.1111/§.1540-5907.2012.00612.X.
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Here, then, is the puzzle for the book’s critical argument: Evidence about
the significance of extending the franchise for policy outcomes suggests that
citizens’ views importantly affect representatives’ behavior. This, though, is
difficult to understand if “the central mechanism of electoral accountability
simply doesn’t make sense given modern political conditions of size, com-
plexity, and durable voter ignorance.”?%?!

Now, it is important to note that Lottocracy allows that “modern demo-
cratic governments do many things well” and says that “it would be a serious
mistake to think that electoral representative democracy is a disaster.”?* But
this acknowledgement of the achievements of representative democracy be-
lies the rhetorical frame of the book’s broader critical account, which is in
terms of a catastrophic failure:

like other forms of technology, political systems have failure conditions:
conditions under which they can no longer function to accomplish their
central purposes. Think of a car submerged in water, or a heart without

20. Guerrero, Lottocracy, 112.

21. Beyond the immediate focus on the effects of enfranchisement, there is a large empirical
literature on the policy effects of electoral accountability. While, as in any robust literature, it in-
cludes important debates, its overall thrust suggests that policy choices systematically and quite
closely track public opinion across the board of policy issues, which is, likewise, difficult to un-
derstand if elections do not function as mechanisms of accountability. For just a few influential
examples in a large literature, see Robert S. Erikson, Michael B. MacKuen, and James A. Stimson,
The Macro Polity (Cambridge University Press, 2002), https://doi.org/10.1017/ CB09781139086912;
Devin Caughey and Christopher Warshaw, Dynamic Democracy: Public Opinion, Elections, and
Policymaking in the American States (University of Chicago Press, 2022), https://doi.org/10.7208/
chicago/9780226822211.001.0001; Mads Andreas Elkjeer and Torben Iversen, “The Political Repre-
sentation of Economic Interests: Subversion of Democracy or Middle-Class Supremacy?” World
Politics 72, no. 2 (2020): 254-290, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887119000224. It is possible to
imagine that public opinion is somehow misguided—that at least some policies are not, in fact,
tracking the “true” preferences of the voters—and surely, different vested interests spend con-
siderable resources on attempts to manipulate public opinion. However, unless one imagines
something approximating a totalitarian environment with tightly controlled speech and me-
dia, large and durable departures from welfare-based voter preferences are difficult to square
with the fact that policy-public opinion tracking is systematic and stable over time. (One would
have to posit that voters are being consistently and thoroughly misled and either never come
to realize that or, if they do and demand a redress, they do not obtain it and then just revert to
their mistaken beliefs.) A notable outlier in the empirical literature on electoral accountability
is the work by Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels (Christopher H. Achen and Larry M. Bartels,
Democracy for Realists: Why Elections Do Not Produce Responsive Government (Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2016 https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400882731)). These scholars are on the skeptical
side of claims about meaningful electoral accountability, and their book is one of Guerrero’s
key empirical sources. However, the particular evidence that they have brought to bear on the
debate has been broadly disputed. For discussion of this literature, as well as criticism of many
of the key claims that democratic theorists have relied upon Achen and Bartels to establish, see
Sean Ingham, Dimitri Landa, and Ryan Pevnick “Survey Article: Unfounded Pessimism about
Democratic Accountability” Political Philosophy, Forthcoming.

22. Guerrero, Lottocracy, 3.


https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139086912
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226822211.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226822211.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887119000224
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400882731

432 Free & Equal

blood. I argue that commonly present conditions of the modern world
constitute failure conditions for electoral representative government.??

Cars submerged in water and hearts without blood do not do many things
well. Consistent with the diagnosis of catastrophic failure, the implication
that the book urges is that we have little to lose by trying something radically
different, parallel to a patient undergoing heart failure who has the option of
a risky transplant. Yet, if, as the micro-level evidence suggests, electoral ac-
countability generates many important benefits even under quite non-ideal
conditions, then we have more to lose in trying an untested alternative than
we would if the simile of cars submerged in water and hearts without blood
were apt.?*

The key issue, to be sure, is not a rhetorical mismatch but a substantive
one. It is unclear how one could reconcile the idea that modern democratic
governments manage to do many things well with the claim that voter igno-
rance destroys the prospects for meaningful accountability. Evidence of ef-
fective accountability directly undermines the book’s key critical argument,
suggesting that—somehow—that argument has gone awry. Without some
rival account (which Lottocracy does not offer), and in the face of the kind
of micro-level evidence noted above, it is difficult to avoid concluding that
democratic governments do many things well precisely because meaning-
ful (if also highly imperfect) accountability is not only possible, but actually
operative.

IV. Heterogeneity in the Performance of Representative Democracies

We now turn to heterogeneity in the performance of existing representative
democracies, which—as we will see—also suggests reasons for skepticism
about the book’s central critical argument. There is enormous heterogene-
ity across all of the areas where the book anticipates failures of institutional
performance. Consider, as one example, vicious partisanship, which the
book argues is “endogenous to elections.”?® The empirical literature shows,
though, that Americans did not have negative feelings about those in the
other party as recently as the early 1990s and that the kind of vicious parti-
sanship, or affective polarization, that the book’s criticism hinges upon only

23. Ibid., 1.
24. We are grateful to a referee for emphasizing this point.
25. Guerrero, Lottocracy, 86.
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emerged in the United States beginning around 2008.2° This makes it diffi-
cult to see vicious partisanship as an inescapable feature of even two-party
systems, much less of representative democracy more broadly.

Beyond the United States, the evidence that vicious partisanship is not
an inescapable feature of modern representative democracies is even
stronger. An influential recent paper shows that the United States has had
the largest growth of any democracy on this measure over the last sev-
eral decades.?” Meanwhile, several democracies (including Germany, Ja-
pan, and Norway) show levels of affective polarization roughly similar to
the United States prior to the growth that began in the 1990s. It is hard to
square this empirical variation with the book’s conclusion that while some
reform of the electoral system might make a difference on the margins,

“the ingroup/outgroup dynamics will emerge in pretty much the same way,

given the other background conditions, as long as there are elections.”?®
Similar points could be made with respect to the book’s other worries
about representative democracy, for democracies display extremely het-
erogeneous performance across practically all areas relevant to institu-
tional performance, including the level of capture or corruption, the levels
of economic inequality that they support, the level of responsiveness to
citizens, and so forth.

Importantly, many of the reasons for variation in the performance of rep-
resentative democracy appear to be institutional. While each of these areas
touch on large literatures that we cannot review here, and much remains
unknown,?® there is evidence about the relationship between electoral sys-
tems and various important outcomes, including polarization,3® economic

26. Shanto Iyengar et al., “The Origins and Consequences of Affective Polarization in the
United States,” Annual Review of Political Science 22 (2019): 129-146, https://doi.org/10.1146/an-
nurev-polisci-051117-073034.

27. Levi Boxell, Matthew Gentzkow, and Jesse M. Shapiro, “Cross-Country Trends in Affec-
tive Polarization,” Review of Economics and Statistics 106, no. 2 (2024): 557-565, https://doi.
org/10.1162/rest_a_01160.

28. Guerrero, Lottocracy, 98.

29. A central challenge in developing persuasive empirical evidence on the effects of institu-
tional choices is the endogeneity problem: because institutional development may be respon-
sive to prior policy and behavioral effects, it is challenging to identify what effects are due to
institutions themselves. The focus on persuasive causal identification has led to the search for
special circumstances and quasi-experiments which can make for clean(er) causal inference.
That said, it is essential to see that these challenges and the sometimes special circumstances
that frame the empirical studies of institutional effects are not evidence that institutional
choices are inconsequential.

30. E.g., Konstantinos Matakos, Orestis Troumpounis, and Dimitrios Xefteris, “Electoral Rule
Disproportionality and Platform Polarization,” American Journal of Political Science 60, no. 4
(2016): 1026-1043, https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12235.
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inequality,®' corruption,®? and policymaking responsiveness.** Furthermore,
institutional innovations developed in the literature could likely further
enhance the performance of representative democracies—for example, ran-
dom constituencies could mitigate the tendency of representative democra-
cies towards affective polarization®* and calibration of district magnitudes
under proportional representation could improve accountability.®®

But if vicious partisanship (for example) can be mitigated with proper in-
stitutional design, then the argument for lottocracy that proceeds by com-
paring its ideally designed form to forms of representative democracy that
feature significant levels of affective polarization seems off the mark. The
argument does not establish the superiority of lottocracy, for it fails to show
that lottocracy has an advantage over well-designed forms of representative
democracy. Moreover, if variation in performance among electoral democ-
racies is in part due to underlying differences in institutional design, this
speaks against the view that more modest reforms are unlikely to signifi-
cantly alter such performance. More broadly, because the critical argument
generates expectations that are inconsistent with the empirical record—for
example, that all representative democracies should be mired in affective
polarization—evidence of significant variation in actual performance, like
evidence of electoral accountability, raises concerns about the argument’s
plausibility.

Perhaps, though, the appearance of effective accountability in some rep-
resentative democracies and the heterogeneity in their performance primar-
ily reflect differences in favorable background conditions and should not
give us solace about representative democracy’s potential when those con-
ditions are not in place. Lottocracy states explicitly that its argument is con-

31. E.g., Torben Iversen and David Soskice, “Electoral Institutions and the Politics of Coa-
litions: Why Some Democracies Redistribute More than Others.” American Political Science
Review 100, no. 2 (2006): 165-181, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055406062083; Andreas Wiede-
mann, “Redistributive Politics under Spatial Inequality,” The Journal of Politics 86, no. 3 (2024):
1013-1030, https://doi.org/10.1086/729969.

32. E.g., Lukas Rudolph and Thomas Ddubler, “Holding Individual Representatives Account-
able: The Role of Electoral Systems,” The Journal of Politics 78, no. 3 (2016): 746762, https://doi.
0rg/10.1086/685378.

33. E.g., Michael Becher and Irene Menéndez Gonzdlez, “Electoral Reform and Trade-offs
in Representation,” American Political Science Review 113, no. 3 (2019): 694—709, https://doi.
0rg/10.1017/S0003055419000145.

34. Andrew Rehfeld, The Concept of Constituency: Political Representation, Democratic Le-
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textual, such that the appropriate form of government depends on the rele-
vant background conditions. But, even setting aside the evidence that some
of the variation in empirical performance of representative democracies is
institutional, that assertion, as we will see below, only adds to the puzzle. The
conditions that the book identifies as “failure conditions” for representative
democracy and so as important for the case for lottocracy, are (1) the size of
modern political communities, (2) the complexity and technical nature of
the problems that they face, and (3) the extent of divisions between citizens
(racial, ethnic, economic, etc.).*® The thought is that while representative de-
mocracy may be able to function effectively in certain environments, many
modern representatives face these “failure conditions,” which preclude their
ability to operate effectively. Can reference to these conditions mute the
concern that reforming representative democracies may have more poten-
tial than the book allows?

Take size first, since it is the dimension that the book theorizes most explic-
itly. The key idea underlying the book’s critical argument is that, given the size
of the political community, citizens have insufficient incentives to acquire the
knowledge that they would need to vote in an informed manner. This, though,
would be true even in the Scandinavian democracies: in Finland (popula-
tion, 5.5 million), Sweden (population, 10 million), and Norway (population,
5.5 million). The size argument is certainly consistent with the possibility of
effective collective choice based on elected representation when it comes to
internal governance in small groups like neighborhood associations or even
parliamentary chambers (e.g., in electing chamber leaders who have agenda
control powers). Members of such bodies would likely recognize that their
votes could reasonably end up being decisive and find it worth their time to
invest in detailed knowledge about their representative’s behavior (though,
perhaps, direct-democratic practices may be even more suitable for such
bodies than internal elected representation). But when it comes to modern
states, it would seem that they are all sufficiently large that the book’s criti-
cal argument should apply. If size is a failure condition, we should expect all
modern democracies to display similarly abysmal performance.

The complexity of problems that are faced by modern electoral democra-
cies may, and likely does, exacerbate the already weak incentives of citizens
to become informed. Does this further precondition of the argument im-
ply a narrower scope for the argument—one that would allow us to say that
it applies to, for instance, the United States, but not Finland? It is hard to
see why, for all modern political communities face complex problems, ones

36. Guerrero, Lottocracy, 44—45.
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whose solutions cannot be easily intuited by ordinary citizens paying little
attention to global or economic affairs. Again, when it comes to modern
states, it would seem that they all face sufficiently complex problems that
the critical argument should be expected to apply.

This brings us to the third condition—divisions between citizens. While
all modern political communities wrestle with divisions between different
groups of citizens (racial, religious, ethnic, economic, etc.), the book focuses
most explicitly on economic inequality. One natural way to interpret its ar-
guments—given the pervasive incidence of such inequalities—is as having
a universal or near-universal scope of application. When the book discusses
inequality as a “failure condition,” it laments the high levels of inequality in
every region in the world,*” suggesting that the argument may, in fact, have
a global remit. Indeed, it is hard to read the book’s criticism of electoral rep-
resentation as anything other than a general critique of modern electoral de-
mocracy, given that it begins by saying that a “main” aim is to “present a case
against what is the heart of almost every modern political system: the use of
elections” and goes on to say that, under modern conditions, elections are

“no longer able to support and enable a thriving, healthy polity.”3

Still, given the considerations we detail above, one may think that the best
version of the argument would only claim applicability when it comes to de-
mocracies that face particularly high levels of economic inequality. Sustain-
ing that as the implied scope limitation, though, is difficult. One reason is
that the book’s critical argument does not explain the level of inequality that
will be sufficiently problematic to require lottocratic political institutions.
In several places, the book works with the United States as an example, but
neither offers nor invokes a sustained analysis to show why the argument
would apply in the U.S. but not in other major democracies—after all, all
modern democracies face significant economic inequality. Is there really a
qualitative difference between the U.S. and Germany or the United Kingdom
on this score?

Perhaps the primary difficulty with going this route, though, is that it ef-
fectively presumes that economic inequality is simply an exogenous given—
that is, not itself a reflection of institutional choice. Alas, there is consid-
erable evidence of historical variation in levels of inequality, and there are
reasons to believe that part of this variation is driven by institutional and
policy decisions. For instance, in the early 1980s, at the onset of the Reagan
revolution, the Gini coefficient in the U.S. was approximately the same as

37.1bid., 45.
38. Ibid., 1.
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that of Switzerland, and the difference in the Gini coefficients between the
United States and Canada was one quarter of what it is today. Or, to take a
different case, the U.S. had far more inequality than the United Kingdom
in the late 1960s, just about the same in 2000, and again far more in recent
years (see the graph here). Clearly, neither absolute nor relative levels of in-
equality are fixed.3®

That differences in economic inequality reflect underlying institutional
differences is a longstanding theme of scholarship in comparative politics.*®
Indeed, Alfred Stepan and Juan Linz, reviewing influential literature on this
topic, write that “a key determinant of inequality is the institutional struc-
ture of a society” and pick out the U.S.’s unusual constitutional structure,
with its many veto points, as a key reason for its higher levels of inequal-
ity over time.*! Further work in political science offers evidence that larger
growth in inequality in the U.S. in recent years can be partly attributed to the
strong status quo bias of its institutions.*?

The more that there is an institutional explanation for levels of inequality,
the less it makes sense to say that some countries are inside the scope of the
argument and some not due to their prevailing levels of inequality. This does

39. Evidence of instability in relative and absolute levels of inequality undercuts approaches
that would treat them as exogenously given and fixed. However, it is notable that stability in lev-
els of inequality does not, by itself, undermine the thesis that political institutions are key deter-
minants of levels of inequality. This is because central political institutions (e.g., electoral rules,
veto points, etc.) are themselves often relatively fixed as a result of being written into constitu-
tions that are protected by supermajoritarian amendment rules. So, even if one accepts that
institutions are an important determinant of economic inequality, it would not be surprising
to find durable patterns of inequality. This underscores the importance of persuasive positive
theories of the institutional effects alongside empirical explanations of variation in normatively
relevant outcomes. See for example, David Austen-Smith, “Redistributing Income under Pro-
portional Representation,” Journal of Political Economy108, no. 6 (2000): 1235-1269, https://doi.
org/10.1086/317680; Avinash Dixit and John Londregan, “Fiscal Federalism and Redistributive
Politics” Journal of Public Economics 68, no. 2 (1998): 153-180, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0047-
2727(97)00097-2; and Peter Buisseret and Carlo Prato, “Competing Principals.”

40. For influential examples in a large literature, see Evelyne Huber, Charles Ragin, and John
D. Stephens, “Social Democracy, Christian Democracy, Constitutional Structure, and the Welfare
State,” American Journal of Sociology 99, no. 3 (1993): 711~749, https://doi.org/10.1086/230321;
Torben Iversen and David Soskice, “Electoral Institutions”; and, relatedly, Daron Acemoglu,
Simon Johnson, and James A. Robinson, “The Colonial Origins of Comparative Development:
An Empirical Investigation,” American Economic Review 91, no. 5 (2001): 1369-1401, https://doi.
org/10.1257/aer.91.5.1369.
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doi.org/10.1017/51537592711003756.

42. E.g., Peter K. Enns, Nathan J. Kelly, Jana Morgan, Thomas Volscho, and Christopher
Witko, “Conditional Status Quo Bias and Top Income Shares: How US Political Institutions Have
Benefited the Rich,” The Journal of Politics 76, no. 2 (2014): 289-303, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0022381613001321.
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not mean, of course, that the United States is just a small institutional tweak
away from being Norway. But it does seem to speak against treating levels
of inequality and social division as fixed for the purposes of debates about
institutional reform.*® (It bears noting that treating the levels of inequality in
different societies as exogenously given and then choosing political institu-
tions to match those circumstances would seem to require embracing geo-
graphical or cultural determinism, neither of which is particularly palatable.)

Pausing to take stock before turning to our critical discussion of lottoc-
racy, we would like to draw out three key implications from the discussion in
Sections III-IV. The first is that the critical argument seems to paint with too
broad of a brush. Whether or not the central critical claims that Lottocracy
makes about representative democracy accurately reflect the state of affairs
in certain existing democracies, interpreting them as identifying limita-
tions of representative democracy that are unavoidable in modern political
communities appears to be in tension with important micro-level evidence
about electoral accountability, as well as the heterogeneity of performance
observed in existing representative democracies. The problems that the book
identifies with representative democracy as a regime type may, thus, be more
plausibly thought of as the problems of its poorly performing exemplars.

The second implication is that arguments in democratic theory need
a more sophisticated model of how representative democracies oper-
ate, for such systems appear, in at least some cases, to be able to generate
high-quality outcomes, even when voters are poorly informed about ques-
tions of public policy.** Yet, many of the literature’s criticisms of represen-
tative democracy, including those mounted by Lotfocracy, imply that this
is impossible.*> A more sophisticated model would allow us, among other

43. One might be tempted to think that the book’s practical aim allows one to sidestep these
issues. Even if it is, in principle, true that high-inequality democracies could significantly
mitigate social divisions through reform of existing institutions, the very inequality that they
struggle with is likely to present a significant barrier to enacting the relevant reforms. While
this is no doubt true, it is hard to see how such considerations could serve as an argument for
setting aside such a path and focusing on lottocracy. There is no compelling reason to expect
those who are advantaged by existing institutions to be any more welcoming of the reforms
favored by lottocrats.

44. See Scott Ashworth and Ethan Bueno De Mesquita, “Is Voter Competence Good for
Voters?: Information, Rationality, and Democratic Performance,” American Political Science
Review 108, no. 3 (2014): 565-587, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055414000264; Dimitri Landa
and Ryan Pevnick, Representative Democracy: A Justification (Oxford University Press, 2025),
174-189, https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780198897538.001.0001; and Ingham, Landa, and Pevnick
“Unfounded Pessimism.”

45. See, e.g., Jason Brennan, Against Democracy (Princeton University Press, 2016), https://
doi.org/10.1515/9781400882939.
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things, to say something more nuanced about the conditions under which
we might expect poor performance from representative democracies, which
should, in turn, illuminate discussions about reform.

This brings us to the third implication, which is, broadly, that if the crit-
ical argument is overdrawn, then the case for pursuing institutional re-
forms within the broad framework of representative democracy is stronger
than the book allows. It is difficult to see how to avoid this inference. One
could try to block it by arguing that representative democracies will only
perform well under certain conditions—conditions that are simply not
present in the countries that the book means to target. Yet, as we have seen,
at least with respect to the conditions that Lottocracy highlights, it is not
clear that one can identify conditions that, at once, are exogenously fixed
and can successfully differentiate, say, the U.S. and the U.K. from Norway
and Finland.

If that is right, then the only way to block the inference about the rela-
tive strength of the case for pursuing institutional reforms within the broad
framework of representative democracy would seem to be to insist that even
the better performing democracies are failing in a way that requires them to
abandon elections and institutionalize lottocracy. While that strikes us as a
hard bullet to bite, whether it is right or not ultimately depends on a com-
parison of the likely performance of well-designed versions of representative
democracy and lottocracy. The relevant comparison is not ultimately how
we should expect a well-designed lottocracy to perform relative to one of the
high-performing existing democracies, but—rather—how a well-designed
lottocracy would compare to a well-designed representative democracy;,
which may include substantial institutional improvements even relative to
today’s best performing democracies.*®

Indeed, once we agree that reform is necessary, we need to know which
of the mutually exclusive ideals (i.e., representative democracy, lottocracy,
or some alternative regime type) should guide our reform efforts. It remains
possible, for all that we have said, that a well-designed lottocracy would
perform better than a reformed representative democracy. An inquiry into
whether it would, or not, is necessarily speculative, but such a comparison is
important, and it requires a detailed picture of what may be expected from
lottocracy. This is one reason why Lottocracy is a valuable book—it goes
a long way toward clarifying that picture. We turn to that picture, and our
concerns about it, in the following section.

46. For further discussion of these methodological issues, see Landa and Pevnick, Represen-
tative Democracy, ch. 2.
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V. Lottocracy

One way to respond to these concerns about the critique of representative
democracy is to allow that well-designed representative democracies could
avoid many of the liabilities described in the first part of the book, but to
argue that lottocracy could perform better still. Evaluating a hypothetical
alternative is unavoidably rife with uncertainty and judgment. But even as
nobody can opine with certainty on what such an experiment would bring,
particularly when it comes to specific equilibrium patterns of behavior, it is
important to identify and debate possible reasons for caution. Indeed, this is
the spirit in which the book puts forward the proposal for lottocracy, inviting
the reader to “think about whether it is a good idea, or the beginning of a
good idea, or whether we might shape it into a good idea.”*”

Taking up that invitation, we will articulate some reasons for worrying that,
given the absence of electoral accountability, such a system would be par-
ticularly prone to corruption.*® Guerrero certainly recognizes that this is a
concern that one might have about the proposal and devotes considerable
attention to addressing it.*° His hope is that corruption can be reasonably
controlled through a combination of mechanisms, including initial random
selection, high salaries for those selected, legal punishment of those en-
gaged in corruption, and regular rotation through positions of power. How
susceptible, then, would the resulting system be to corruption?

There will still be actors with enormous private stake in the shape of pub-
lic policy, including large corporations whose profits depend on the shape
of public policy. Meanwhile, there will be lawmakers with the discretion to
shape such policy. We worry that the absence of electoral accountability sig-
nificantly increases the likelihood that officials would find ways to monetize
their power and special interests would find ways to enable them to do so.

Here we describe one such possibility. Imagine that we are on the transpor-
tation legislature and so are charged with reforming and improving our system
of transportation. The ideal system of transportation would be much more
accessible than our system. We'd have clean and efficient trains and light rail
everywhere. All roads would be well-lit, would have effective guard rails, and
would be lined by pedestrian-friendly sidewalks, with lit crosswalks, and so
forth. If we sit down and deliberate just about transportation, we can surely

47. Guerrero, Lottocracy, 4.

48. For additional discussion, some of which Guerrero engages with explicitly, see Dimitri
Landa and Ryan Pevnick, “Is Random Selection a Cure for the Ills of Electoral Representation?”
Journal of Political Philosophy 29, no. 1 (2021): 46-72, https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12219.
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imagine fantastic solutions to the crumbling mess that is the status quo. The
same is true in other areas: healthcare, space exploration, defense, and so forth.

The problem, of course, is that the preferred solutions will typically be ex-
pensive. Given budget constraints, we will face cross-issue trade-offs. Fur-
thermore, even setting aside budget constraints, many of the proposals will
be fundamentally incompatible with one another. No doubt the environ-
mental committee won't be thrilled about the proposals that come from the
space exploration legislature and vice versa. Lottocracy explores the possi-
bility that conflicts posed by budget constraints be handled by a budgeting
body (whose members may be randomly selected), which would make “spe-
cific allocation decisions based on these [single-issue] proposals.”*® Given
that it will be impossible to fully fund the proposals endorsed by single-issue
legislatures, some such body would be necessary, and its members would
have substantial discretion to shape proposals as participants prefer.

One worrisome implication of this relates to competence. The book’s de-
fense of lottocracy on epistemic grounds is crucially tied to the expectation
that important decisions are going to be made by citizens who would ac-
cumulate a certain amount of knowledge in a given area by being exposed
to expert testimony and serving fairly long terms. However, if much of the
consequential work will need to happen in a single, general body—which
will inevitably need to dice up proposals and fund small bits of one and an-
other—these decisions will themselves require expertise that far outruns the
posited modest expectations. We may be stuck with impressionistic and un-
der-informed citizens making crucial decisions, after all.

Our bigger fear, though, is that the trick of dividing power between par-
ticipants in a large number of legislatures, which seemed like it might limit
corruption, essentially unravels here. We will ultimately have a single body
with the power to make massively influential decisions across the whole do-
main of policymaking, while being unconstrained by considerations of elec-
toral accountability. The members of this body will be too powerful to avoid
the attention of special interests. If, for example, the body is considering a
defense appropriation bill that includes a proposal for a $5 billion fighter jet
contract, on which the future of Lockheed Martin hinges, we should expect
the company to try to influence the decision-makers by creating hard to re-
sist inducements, influencing expert testimony, and so forth. Even if many
citizens discharge their duty honestly, there will be others for whom power
corrupts—citizens for whom the once-generous $150,000 salary that the
book proposes suddenly seems like quite small potatoes, indeed.

50. Ibid., 255.
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Lottocracy argues that such influence trading can be prohibited and
disincentivized through threats of punishment. It also suggests that it will be
“easy to detect” payoffs from special interests, “particularly if they are ‘paying
out’ to everyone who voted a certain way on a given proposal.”®! There is
some ambiguity in how to understand this claim. If it means that we can fig-
ure out which votes have been inappropriately influenced just by seeing who
votes with a special interest, this seems to understate the degree of disagree-
ment that one should expect. Was I bought? Or did I just have a different
considered opinion than you? It can often be hard to say. In an environment
of reasonable disagreement, it would surely be unfair to presume that every-
body who votes with a special interest was bought. And, in any case, we may
reasonably expect that, for most votes, there will be special interests with
huge private stakes on both sides of the question.

The claim could also be understood as insisting that it will be easy to detect
the giving or the receiving of payoffs directly. Our sense is that this optimism
is similarly unwarranted. Was my friend’s cousin really the best-qualified can-
didate for Lockheed Martin’s new executive position? Was my new position in
the government relations office of a company upstream or downstream from
Lockheed Martin justified by the expertise that I acquired during my years of
service on the budgeting body? Were they anyway going to make a large con-
tribution to my favorite charity? Were they always going to build the planes
in my hometown? Extended network relationships, with their “six degrees of
separation” properties, magnify such problems. If I am crude enough to sign
a contract that specifies that I will vote in a given way for a check of a cer-
tain amount, then, sure, I might be found out and punished. But we should
expect people, and corporations, ordinarily to be more effective in pressing
their interests. The underlying concern is that lottocracy shares many of the
tendencies towards corruption that endanger strong performance in repre-
sentative democracy, but simultaneously lacks the primary tool—electoral
accountability—that helps prevent its worst manifestations.>?

51. Ibid., 291.

52. The book offers a cost-benefit calculation meant to support the claim that lottocracy has a
comparative advantage with respect to susceptibility to corruption, ibid. The cost-benefit calcu-
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elected representatives are “basically unaccountable,” ibid., 293, and, as a result, are bound to
be captured. Yet, if our critical discussion above is correct, this substantially underplays the sig-
nificance of electoral accountability, with the implication that anti-corruption measures would
need to be relied upon much more heavily in lottocracy than in representative democracy.
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Lottocracy stresses the need to make fair comparisons between
representative democracy and lottocracy. Yet, in the discussion of repre-
sentative democracy, it views the corruption generated by private money
as irremediable, quoting Samuel Issacharoff and Pamela Karlan, who ar-
gue that “‘political money, like water, has to go somewhere’—it will always
find its own level.”®® As we have just argued, though, there are surely non-
campaign-related ways for money to influence outcomes in lottocracies.
The book’s optimism that such attempts could be relatively easily detected
and addressed in lottocracy seems to belie its commitment to making fair
comparisons between regime types.>*

Lottocracy may, then, require more from anti-corruption measures than
they can reasonably be expected to deliver. But, in fact, even if one could
make those measures effective at policing corruption, it is far from clear that
that would be, overall, desirable—especially for a lottocracy. Consider, for in-
stance, the possibility of making revolving-door influence outright illegal, as
the book recommends. If it is illegal to work in an area in which one had legis-
lated and members of the budgeting body effectively oversee the whole econ-
omy, what are they supposed to do when they complete their service? And,
would the group of people willing to serve in the face of broad restrictions on
ex post private sector employment plausibly be descriptively representative?
The more strictly one enforces anti-corruption measures, the more difficult it
will be to get people to participate. Yet, if participation is not attractive, this
threatens our capacity to assemble a truly representative governing body.

Indeed, even bracketing these anti-corruption measures, we are skeptical
that it will be possible to form descriptively representative legislatures—a key
part of lottocracy’s epistemic appeal, as the book imagines it. Consider the
herculean efforts that go into getting a representative group of people to par-
ticipate in weekend-long deliberative polls—James Fishkin even arranges for
someone to milk one of his participant’s cows!*® Yet even after all of this ef-
fort, the response rate remains relatively low. It is quite likely, then, that even
if the participants match the broader voting-age population with respect to
some salient demographic categories, they differ with respect to other, less
observable, characteristics. This raises the concerns that often go under the
heading of the “demographic objection” in recent democratic theory.>®
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In light of the difficulties scholars have faced in constructing representa-
tive deliberative polls, it seems challenging, indeed, to get a representative
group to spend, as the book’s plan requires, three years of their life in govern-
ment (moving their families, putting other projects on hold, and so forth).
One should expect that many people would not wish to devote a substantial
portion of their life to deliberating about politics and living in the nation’s
capital, and that those who would are far from randomly distributed within
the broader population.3” If this analysis is correct, however, not only will it
be enormously difficult to assemble such a body, but our ability to do so will
be inversely related to the enforcement of anti-corruption measures.

VI. Conclusion

Disagreements aside, it is clear that many democracies are failing in myriad
important ways—failing to address pressing problems, stoking social conflict,
generating vast inequality, and so forth. We urgently need a robust discus-
sion about the best path forward. Lotfocracy importantly contributes to that
discussion—it is imaginative, bold, forcefully argued, and highly provocative.
In laying out a comprehensive case for lottery-based political institutions,
it provides a critical touchstone for current debates at the heart of contem-
porary democratic theory. Yet, as we have explained here, there are reasons
to worry both that its dismissal of electoral institutions may be hasty and
that lottery-based institutions will face problems precisely because of the
absence of electoral accountability. As lottery-based institutions take an in-
creasingly central position in reform debates, we hope that this essay invites
a more sustained reckoning with the critical challenges to their justifiability.
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