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The discussion around sortition and the possibility of applying it in modern
political systems has been intensifying in academia over the last two decades. A
debate between sortition-optimists and sortition-pessimists (as well as intermediate
positions) has been taking shape. Alex Guerrero’s Lottocracy, with its over 450
pages, recaps this debate with considerable breadth while arguing for what may be
perceived as the sortition-optimist position par excellence, namely, for replacing
the elections-based system with one which is sortition-based.

In the first part of the book Guerrero argues that the elections-based system is
defective in the sense that it not only does not ‘function well’ in practice but cannot
function well due to inherent features that cannot be fixed. The problematic features
that are taken up in this part are standard fodder for the critique of the electoralist
setup: voter ignorance, media shortcomings, hyper-partisanship, short-term bias,
and the elite-heavy makeup of elected bodies. The unusual aspect of Guerrero’s
argument is his claim that these problems are inherent to electoralism and that the
standard reform proposals made to address them are doomed to failure.

The second part of the book presents a detailed blueprint for a sortition-based
system that promises, Guerrero argues, to function better than the elections-based
system in terms of living up to democratic values and commitments. Rather than
having a single powerful body along the lines of elected parliaments, the blueprint
proposes having about 20 legislatures, each making policy in a different area, and
makes a tentative proposal for what those 20 policy areas would be. Each
legislature would consist of 450 allotted citizens serving for three-years terms.
Citizens would not be forced to serve, but those serving would be paid $100,000 a
year. The legislatures’ work would proceed in prescribed and highly structured
phases: agenda-setting, learning, community consultation, deliberation, drafting,
more community consultation, revising, and voting. An elaborate scheme for
identifying and evaluating experts for the allotted to rely on is also outlined.
Guerrero ends the second part by issuing warnings about the dangers associated
with radical political changes such as the one he is proposing and calling for caution
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regarding the ‘epistemic and moral pitfalls throughout every step’ when pursuing
such changes.

Sortition optimists will find much to like about Guerrero’s proposals. An outright
rejection of elections, years-long service terms for the allotted, well-compensated
voluntary service, binding decision-making powers — all of these are solid
foundations on which to build a meaningful sortition-based system. Even those
who are not so optimistic about sortition will find the book valuable. With its wide-
ranging and detailed presentation of the arguments for and against sortition which
are found in the academic discourse, Lottocracy serves as a good overview of the
academic debate around sortition and a starting point for those who wish to
familiarize themselves with this literature.

However, Guerrero’s approach has a significant downside as well which should
be kept in mind when reading the book. By taking up the debate using its existing
terms and viewpoints, the book reproduces several crucial inter-related
shortcomings of this debate. A clear example of adhering to convention at the
detriment of clarity is terminological. In line with standard practice, the book off-
handedly refers to the existing elections-based systems as ‘electoral democratic
government’. Even those who believe elections-based systems are democratic
would do well to avoid casually tossing around this term and instead carefully
separate the concepts of ‘electoral’ from ‘democratic’ since, unless one adopts a
hard-core Schumpeterian position, the two concepts are analytically distinct. But
in the context of a book which devotes much space to arguing that elections-based
systems do not, and cannot, live up to democratic ideals, this expression is
incongruous.

Other difficulties are more fundamental. Like the academic discourse around
sortition as a whole, Lotfocracy’s lines of argumentation are sprawling and
unsystematic. A text made of hundreds of pages laying out claims about various
components of the electoral system and claims about various proposed components
of a sortition-based system has limited efficacy as a coherent argument. Readers
can easily be left asking themselves which of those many claims are central —
whose rejection leads the argument to collapse — and which are secondary.
Skeptics will undoubtedly find such a text providing them with unlimited room for
counter-claims.

This is all the more jarring since a well-known and highly effective focused
critical analysis of electoralism exists. This critique was offered by Bernard Manin
in his seminal book The Principles of Representative Government (1997), a
reference to which is sorely missing in Lottocracy’s text and bibliography. In a
short chapter Manin makes a concise and convincing theoretical case that elections
are a mechanism that systematically empowers elites. For those who are committed
to democracy and see elite rule as antithetical to democracy, this constitutes an
open-and-shut case against elections. Arguments about ignorance, media,
partisanship and short-term bias become ancillary.

Another deep-going characteristic of the academic discussion which is
reproduced in Lottocracy is what may be called a Socratic viewpoint. The sortition-
pessimists’ case rests heavily on variations of Socrates’ old argument for putting
the ship of state in the hands of the most capable pilot rather than in the hands of
some randomly selected ignoramus. As a response, sortition-optimists offer various
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mechanisms which, they assert, would mitigate the allotted’s ignorance. Lottocracy
is typical to this response. Guerrero argues that his detailed blueprint would allow
the allotted to handle the complexity of the task that faces them. Breaking this task
into less complex sub-tasks, and providing the allotted with a structured workflow
and a ready-made directory of experts that they would need to harness are all aimed
to make sure the allotted are not lost at sea. When Guerrero analyzes the
shortcomings of the electoralist system this is done almost exclusively through the
lens of epistemic difficulties as well.

These arguments implicitly accept the Socratic point of view according to which
the difference between people is primarily that of knowledge. On this view, while
everybody has essentially the same objectives, some are better informed or more
skilled than others and are thus better able to promote those common objectives.
Democratic ideology holds the diametrically opposed position that people are
generally aware of their own values and best interests and are able to act effectively
to promote those interests. Differences of opinions, according to democrats, are
due primarily to conflicting objectives stemming from differences in interests or
values.

The straightforward argument against elite rule which flows from the democratic
view is that ruling elites tend to promote their narrow interests at the expense of
those of the majority. When critiquing non-electoral regimes, this argument is
universally considered as decisive and one which requires little elaboration.
However, when arguing against elections this argument is de-emphasized, and
much space and ingenuity are devoted to showing that epistemic obstacles prevent
the electoral system from promoting common interests and values.

The Socratic viewpoint is not only problematic ideologically and a cause for
ineffective argumentation for sortition and against elections. It also sets the stage
for a usurpation of the authority for designing the democratic political system. If
people are generally able to represent their own interests, then they should also be
able to design a system in which those interests are effectively expressed and thus
they do not need an expert to design their system for them. An a-priori design by
an expert, or by a group of experts, of rules by which the allotted are bound is an
imposition on the democratic body by an elite claiming to have superior knowledge
which the allotted themselves lack.

Guerrero’s sortition-optimist position, which by the accepted parameters of the
academic discussion is extreme, is therefore in fact well qualified. According to
Lottocracy, sortition is the tool of democracy but only when it is properly
constituted by the relevant experts. Only once the academics hash out their
differences and set up the system appropriately, can average citizens get to work
without going ‘wild’. Lotfocracy does away with elected politicians, but sees
political philosophers as indispensable. Politicians, presumably, would argue the
opposite. Citizens may suspect both of those elite groups of having an inflated
sense of self-importance and of attempting to arrogate to themselves the democratic
sovereign power of the people.



