Machiavellian Democracy
Reviewed by Keith Sutherland

John P. McCormick’s book Machiavellian Democracy (CUP, 2011) is a fascinating attempt to
appropriate insights from Machiavelli’s Discourses on Livy (1513-17) to moderate some of the
worst excesses of modern ‘democracy’ — in particular the Florentine’s advocacy of class-based
magistracies to constrain the oppressive ‘humor’ of the grandi (political elite). Machiavelli’s
template for this is the institutions of the Roman repubilic, especially the People’s Tribunes.
Roman Tribunes were elected exclusively from plebeian ranks and were charged with popular
advocacy; McCormick’s suggestion is that a modern equivalent (for the US) might involve fifty-
one tribunes selected by an annual sortition from the whole population (apart from the
wealthiest 10% of family households). The powers of the tribunes would be three-fold (p.184):

1. To veto, by majority vote, one piece of congressional legislation, one executive order and
one Supreme Court decision p.a.

2. To call one annual referendum which, if ratified, would take on the force of federal
statute.

3. Toinitiate impeachment proceedings against one federal official from each of the three
branches of government. McCormick is particularly attracted to the Roman practice of political
trials —any citizen could publicly accuse magistrates of malfeasance and this would prompt a
hearing in a voting assembly, which could comprise the entire citizenry.

According to McCormick, Machiavelli’s Discourses should be read as a work of radical
democracy. He is scornful of attempts by Philip Pettit, Quentin Skinner and other ‘Cambridge-
inspired’ neo-republicans to appropriate Machiavelli to their cause: ‘Democrats should worry
when philosophers employ the language of “republicanism” ’ (p.141). This is because ‘Western
philosophy emerged in hostile response to democratic politics and society’ (p.143). Pettit, in
particular, freely expresses his ‘suspicion of both popular judgment and majoritarian politics’
(p.146). Although Pettit does from time to time (e.g. 2010) mention sortition and the need for
‘indicative’ (descriptive) representation, the sort of extra-electoral contestatory institutions he
advocates ‘function much more like the countermajoritarian ones typifying liberal
constitutionalism — namely, upper legislative chambers and supreme courts’ (p.155). To Pettit,
and other Cambridge-leaning neo-republicans, the problem with democracy is the tyranny of
the majority, whereas to McCormick (and Machiavelli) the problem is the tyranny of the ruling
elite.

McCormick’s analysis will appeal to many sortition advocates and | strongly recommend the
book. But | have a number of problems with it:

The underlying sociology of the book strikes me as archaic, in particular the singular distinction
between the grandi (elite) and the popolo (masses), each of which has its own characteristic
‘humor’. The former are characterised by ‘the unquenchable appetite to oppress that
[Machiavelli] ascribes to them — correctly, | [McCormick] think’ (p.181). This demonic humor is
contrasted with a romanticised notion of the popolo: ‘the end of the people is more decent
(onesta) than that of the great’ (p.24). But is this really fair? No doubt Bill Gates, just like his
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robber-baron predecessors, is anxious to be viewed by posterity as more than a successful
costruttore di finestre, but is his decision to donate most of his resultant wealth to charitable
causes compatible with the view that he and all his class are characterised by a ‘humor’ to
oppress?

McCormick questions why neo-republicans (from the late eighteenth century onwards)
dropped Machiavelli’s class-based analysis and acknowledges that it might have been because
they were ‘heartened by what seemed to be a dawning “pluralist” commercial age when a
wide spectrum of social groups, relatively equal in power and influence, might supplant the
rich/poor cleavage that prevailed in the republics of previous ages’ (p.179). But even if they
were wrong, and continuing economic inequalities are the deciding issue, how is it decided to
which group (elite or masses) empirical individuals belong? I've been a small capitalist all my
working life, but | don’t feel any urge to oppress my employees or fellow citizens. I'm also a
member of the knowledge elite, so looks like I’'m toast (come the revolution).

This sort of analysis made more sense at a time when society was delineated along class lines
(for example when Marx wrote Capital), but even at the time of the Roman republic it wasn’t
quite so simple (as McCormick acknowledges): the patrician/plebian divide was a formal and
hereditary distinction and did not map exactly onto economic statistics — so if the notion of a
coherent political-economic elite was suspect even at that time, then how much more in a
period of universal education, progressive taxation and (relative) social mobility?

But these are contentious issues and are not the main thrust of my criticism. McCormick is
clear as to what sortive bodies do well:

Strong evidence suggests that common citizens, when provided with pertinent, even
conflicting, information, and when given the chance to deliberate among themselves in
such settings, come to well-informed and consensus-oriented judgments over policy
(p.182).

The body of evidence that he refers to is primarily drawn from the experiments of the Stanford
Center for Deliberative Democracy and the preceding sentence could well have been written
by its director, James Fishkin, but then McCormick goes on to propose a ‘thought

experiment’ (a Tribunate) that breaks pretty well every one of the principles that Fishkin has
found necessary to ensure the effectiveness of sortive bodies as:

1. A sortive group comprising fifty-one members (especially when disproportionately
weighted to favour African Americans and Native Americans) is not large enough to ensure
accurate descriptive (indicative) representation.

2. Notwithstanding the sanctions proposed (ex-post indictment for corruption and
misbehaviour), it would be comparatively easy for lobbyists and other ‘sinister interests’ to
target such a small group and to conceal inducements in offshore bank accounts and by other
means.

3. Experiments in sortive democracy indicate that ‘pertinent, even conflicting, information’ is
best ensured when it is ‘provided’, rather than invited. Given that members of the group are,
ex hypothesi, amateurs, how are they to know which experts to invite? The reliance by the



British Columbia Citizens Assembly on staffers’ advice would indicate that the adversarial
model used by Fishkin’s DPs is a better way of ensuring balanced advocacy from expert
withesses.

4. The proposal for the Tribunate to propose a referendum contravenes the descriptive-
representative mandate of a sortive assembly.

5. Given the gridlock built in to the US Constitution, is there really a need for yet another
veto? Kevin O’Leary’s 2006 proposal for a ‘gate-opening’ function would make more practical
sense (p.218, n.53).

McCormick dismisses the competing Guicciardini/Harrington model in which ‘senatorial bodies
initiate or amend laws that the people, formally assembled, either acclaim or reject’ (p.182).
But this is unfairly anachronistic — Machiavelli’s proposal has been duly updated for a large
modern democracy but the competing model has been frozen in its original context. However,
if we apply a similar treatment, as | have done to Harrington, the result is rather different. The
defining principle of a senatorial body is aristocracy, and McCormick endorses throughout the
book Bernard Manin’s ‘brilliant’ (p.173) account of election as the (democratic) method of
selecting an aristocracy. If this is the case, then the modern filter for initiating legislative
proposals is election — the ‘aristocrats’ who receive most votes in the election should be
empowered to initiate and amend laws. (For a proposal to make the ideological diversity of the
Senate a closer match to that of the whole electorate (rather than two polarised camps) see
Sutherland and Kovner, 2020).

Regarding the second element — the assembly of the people that acclaims or rejects laws —
democratic norms would suggest that the assembly should be constituted by sortition.

“Two [girls] have a cake yet undivided which was given between them that each of
them therefore may have that which is due. ‘Divide,’ says one to the other, ‘and | will
choose, or let me divide, and you shall choose.” If this be but once agreed upon, it is
enough, for the divider dividing unequally loses in regard that the other takes the
better half. Wherefore, she divides equally and so both have right.”

—James Harrington, The Commonwealth of Oceana, 1656

Although the Senate gets to divide, the assembly (Prerogative Tribe) makes the final decision
and hence gets to rule, as ‘the divider dividing unequally loses’. I've made the claim elsewhere
that this would not contravene Rousseau’s strictures on popular sovereignty (Sutherland,
2025).

When Guicciardini and Harrington proposed their models, the educational gulf between the
senate and the ‘prerogative tribe’ would have been so huge that there would be no way of the
latter participating in active deliberation, hence the call for mere acclamation or rejection. In
modern democracies this is no longer the case, so the ‘people, formally assembled” would
certainly be able to deliberate in the Fishkinian sense, thereby arriving at ‘well-informed and
consensus-oriented judgments over policy’.

In sum, Machiavellian democracy is suited to societies divided along strict class lines, whereas
Harringtonian democracy is better suited to reasonably well-educated societies with relatively
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high levels of social mobility. This is not to deny that such societies are also characterised by
high levels of economic inequality, but it does imply that such inequalities are not linked with
political inequality (or aptitude) in the simple linear way that McCormick (or Machiavelli or
Marx) would have us believe. Whereas the principle of Machiavellian democracy could provide
a useful corrective to elite domination, the particular thought experiment offered by
McCormick fails on account of the five reasons delineated above.

Updated version of a review originally published on Equality by Lot.
https://equalitybylot.com/2011/04/14/machiavellian-democracy/
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