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Gil Delannoi’

Are you a Lottocrat?

Are ‘lottocracy’, ‘lottocratic’ indispensable, necessary, useful, superfluous, or
pernicious words? These words already exist, and like most words ending in
‘cracy’ or ‘ism’, they are used in a pejorative, anxious, indifferent, descriptive,
positive, or enthusiastic way.

To what category are these words supposed to belong? Political regimes.
Among the various approaches Aristotle used in his typology of political regimes,
it is true that his reflection included the typical selection procedure of each
regime. He thought, at his time, that a typical or radical democracy would include
the use of sortition, but it was only a more pronounced use among the other
procedures used in a democratic regime. Typical does not necessarily mean
dominant. Moreover, both by observing common usage and for the sake of
clarity, he retained the criterion of the number of holders of sovereignty as the
name of each regime.

We could break with this tradition, though this exciting exercise is rather
pointless. If a procedure were to give its name to a regime:

Hereditocracy? Votocracy/Psephocracy? Lottocracy/Klerocracy? Why not
Marketocracy? (combined with Bureaucracy in the EU). Bureaucracy is
characteristic of regimes as soon as it is linked with another word: autocracy,
oligarchy, one-party system, partitocracy or partycracy.

In some measure, these problems are emerging from Cristina Lafont and Nadia
Urbinati’s recent book, The Lottocratic Mentality.” By writing variations on the
lottocratic theme, they follow the lottocratic trend, and by reversing its value from
positive to dangerous, they confirm its existence. We don’t yet know if this is a
boost or a coup de grace.

Was it necessary to add a lottocratic mentality to alert people to the flaws in
political lottery programmes? This remains to be proven. In a way, this attack on
mentalist agents reinforces what the targeted actors want to impose and could
now take for granted. However, it can be used for an initial assessment and as an
exploratory study of lottomania.

At any rate, the book is rich, clear, well-argued, coherent, provocative, and yet
balanced in most of its criticisms. The history of the specific political theory
(Manin, Elster et alii) is precise, enlightening, problematic. Doubt, concern, and
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possible correction prevail over rejection or fear, which are the initial critical
impulses of the authors. I will not discuss details here (these will be the subject of
other discussions in this journal and elsewhere).

Overview

The book’s perspective is a critical one: Most of current lottocratic proposals
would dismantle electoral democracy. Political freedom would be the main
casualty caused by the lottocratic mentality. Today both populism and lottocracy
are dangerously challenging political mandate representation. It is quite easy to
grasp the mentality and musicality of this book:

Our book takes root in the soil of this ‘lottocratic turn’ — a trend that has
understandably grown out of the broader worry that democracy itself is under siege
and in decline. We worry that the remedies that are supposed to nurse democracy
back to health actually contain the seeds of further destruction. Lottocracy promises
to improve democracy. In reality, it would create a threatening new regime if it were
ever actualized. Like colorful mushrooms that one finds in the woods, lottocracy is
attractive until one eats it. Our book is motivated by both a concern for the decline
of representative democracy and the realization that the ‘lottocratic turn’ is not
simply an academic fad. The appeal of lottocracy is catching on in public debates
and inspiring citizens’ assemblies around the globe. It is attracting democratic and
nondemocratic regimes in the vision of a unified global order based on allotted
assemblies that are set up to ‘solve problems’ and that are free from electoral
competition. The increasing interest in lottery-based institutions is leading to the
spread of a ‘lottocratic mentality’, not only among academics and democratic
theorists but also among politicians, social movements, and the citizenry at large.
(p-2)

Moreover, the authors argue, lottocracy can combine its populist tendency with
its technocratic management and supposedly epistemic value, and create a hybrid
political monster: the lottocratic mentality as a form of technopopulism.

Despite these harsh judgments, the authors claim to be in favour of several
forms of participatory democracy. Their criticism, they say, is not a full-blown
attack on the drawing of lots, provided that the procedure is carried out with
dexterity and not left in the hands of self-destroyers of democracy or disguised
authoritarians. Among the main three options, the most radical one substitutes
election with sortition. The less radical complements the existing elective
institutions. The least radical option uses lottery as an auxiliary consultative
device.

We think that any proposal for improving democracy should be consistent with its
tenets of political equality and democratic control through accountable institutions
— that is to say, with equal political freedom for all citizens. (p.4)

Test

Let’s do the test. Have I (or have you) become a lottocrat without being aware of
such a Kafkaesque metamorphosis? Looking anxiously for the most concise
definition, I think I found it:
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The lottocratic mentality maintains that selection by lot is inherently democratic and
that electoral representation is inherently oligarchic or aristocratic. (p.95)

Once again, and under a different cover, it is the continuation of the
antidemocratic idea that the many should be ruled by the few.

Feel free to take your lottocratic temperature here. Is your mentality lottocratic?
Try to identify yourself on a scale of lottocracy:

A: You accept the decision of a lottocratic procedure because the sampled
citizens are like us. (p.211)

B: You think that sociological representation is the best form of
representativeness. (p.113, 226)

I': You identify elections as the main factor for the crisis of representative
democracy (p.120)

A: You think the role of the individual citizen mirrors this individual’s social
condition. (p.145)

E: You refuse any mediation of political evaluation (or only accept statistics in
some cases). (p.145)

Z:: You think lottocratic assemblies will always make better decisions.

H: You think lottocratic assemblies never usurp the citizens’ sovereignty.

(p.217)

®: You believe that political decisions are mainly a matter of knowledge.

(p.220)

O: You think that political decisions have a single or last answer. (p.219)

II: You know that without elites, politicians, political parties, lobbyists, the
media, the citizenry would have no fundamental conflicts between interests or
ideological disagreements. (p.226)

P: You think that the plurality of views, interests, values and priorities among
citizens should not be seen as an effect of political freedom. (p.227)

Y¥: You have strong suspicions about letting the citizenry as a whole make
decisions (you stand against referendums for example). (p.229)

T: You think that the lottocratic approach gives minipublics decision-making
authority. (p.236)
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Y: You think that initiating political debate and setting the political agenda can
be done by minipublics. (p.27)

®: You are satisfied with a new way of excluding the vast majority of citizens
from the governing people. (p.101)

X: You tend to oppose voting and majority rule to good deliberation and
informed decision-making, rather than combining them. (p.12)

¥: You believe that a conglomerate of minorities is superior to a political
majority in decision-making. (p.84)

Q: You came to the conclusion that lotteries should replace elections.

Pending questions

It will be difficult to write a book of the same quality while relying on the same
critical reservations. That said, the chain reaction of criticism must continue. The
approach adopted in this book is not without limitations and grey areas.

1. The present situation of democratic regimes develops as a crisis of
representative democracy.

Yes indeed, but this critical ritual isn’t necessary for justifying a more global
interest in random selection. Too many authors have mentioned this crisis as a
starting point in their reflection on procedures (including the present reviewer). It
is exaggerated.

If representation is in crisis, it must also be reformed within its own framework
or by an addition of direct democracy. In current elections, we note that the voter
turnout is higher if there is a real issue perceived as such by the electorate. This
goes against the cliché of citizens’ growing indifference.

Citizens’ assemblies are necessary, but not a priority, or else it should be
required to demonstrate its imperative necessity more precisely than through the
ritual ‘crisis of democracy’. In the current minipublic procedures, most of the
selected people finally reject selection and participation.

2. Cognitive diversity is not the principle of democracy, either in Athens or
now, or if it is related to democracy, it is in a very secondary position.

By reducing politics to technical problem-solving and conflating political
deliberation with cognitive diversity, lottocrats lose sight of the fact that societies
qualify as ‘democratic,” not in virtue of their cognitive diversity, but rather in
virtue of their pluralism, dissent, and political freedom.

The Athenian experience is particularly interesting because their use of
sortition was multifaceted: from the balanced political body, chosen by lot but not
exactly mirror-like of the Council ((boulé) to the mobilization of citizens selected
by lot for the execution of tasks. The Athenian democratic system left the main
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political decision to direct popular vote within a General Assembly (ekklesia).
This system only resembled a large minipublic during trials (dikasterion).
Drawing lots for the execution of tasks had a role of accountability that is
completely absent from current practices of sortition. Aristocratic regimes often
used lotteries at the time.

3. It's debatable to state generally that lottocracy is further removed from
democracy than populism.

This is controversial because populisms cover a wide range, from the dictatorial
to the democratic. Populism is always against the ruling elite. It replaces it with
its own elite when it takes power and the change brought about may be more or
less democratic. In comparison, the lottery politics seeks more to weaken or
complement the ruling elites. And it can also be used to control bureaucracies.

Driven by this critical impulse, the book remains too binary in describing
voting against sortition.

4. Lottery politics in its current use, when it is not manipulated by rulers,
seeks to weaken rather than complement the elected ‘elites’ in power. It can
also be used to weaken parliament.

That is not the important point. As a civic virtue, using random selection is also
indirectly doing away with ambitious people, refusing regimentation by leaders
and avoiding entrusting a democratic decision to little soldiers only devoted to
their own cause and obsessed by their war objectives.

More than in an election, or even a referendum, in sortitional procedures one
must pay personally in time and energy. This asymmetry only disappears if
sortition involves rotation. Thus a rotation-based system is the complete opposite
of a national assembly of citizens selected by lot, which is yet another form of
politicking. A common, rotating, and regulated practice can contribute to civic
consultation and advice as much as to creating an additional power. It can entail a
negative power to make a collective decision beyond the majority but without
unanimity.

As no word and doctrine is named ‘democratism’, ‘lottocratism’ is not
necessary either in theory or in practice. This final point confirms the book’s
perspective: the best way forward is to test and combine procedures instead of
opposing them against each other.
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