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The enfranchisement
lottery

Claudio López-Guerra
CIDE, Mexico

Abstract
This article compares the ‘enfranchisement lottery’, a novel method for allocating the
right to vote, with universal suffrage. The comparison is conducted exclusively on the
basis of the expected consequences of the two systems. Each scheme seems to have a
relative advantage. On the one hand, the enfranchisement lottery would create a better
informed electorate and thus improve the quality of electoral outcomes. On the other
hand, universal suffrage is more likely to ensure that elections are seen to be fair, which is
important for political stability. This article concludes that, on balance, universal suffrage
is prima facie superior to the enfranchisement lottery. Yet the analysis shows that the
instrumental case for the ‘one person, one vote’ principle is less conclusive than dem-
ocratic theorists usually suppose.
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1. The enfranchisement lottery

Consider the following system for allocating the right to vote. Start with universal

suffrage as we know it and make any marginal adjustments that you deem appropri-

ate, for instance, include or exclude felons, raise or lower the voting age, or enfran-

chise or disfranchise noncitizen residents. Then imagine that only a fraction of the

resulting universe of potential voters is randomly selected as the electorate authorized

to cast ballots in a single election. This sortition is repeated for every contest. Before

casting their ballots, voters come together in small groups to participate in an
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exhaustive informative program designed to acquaint them with the alternatives

regarding the ballot. Participation at every stage is mandatory, effectively enforced,

and compensated as a public service.

These are the basic features of what I call the ‘enfranchisement lottery’, a novel

method for granting the right to vote that challenges representative democracy’s most

emblematic institution – universal suffrage. The purpose of this article is to compare and

evaluate the enfranchisement lottery and universal suffrage in terms of their (expected)

consequences. I shall argue, on the one hand, that the enfranchisement lottery would

better promote the quality of electoral outcomes, since it would allow us to inform the

electorate more extensively and at a lower cost than any feasible measure under universal

suffrage. On the other hand, universal suffrage has an edge from the perspective of

another important objective: ensuring that citizens think the electoral process legitimate

(which reduces the risk of political instability). My conclusion is that the availability of

institutional substitutes for the lottery tips the balance in favor of universal suffrage,

albeit only in a presumptive way. In other words, I shall argue that there is a prima facie

case for universal suffrage over the enfranchisement lottery.

It is important to emphasize that I shall focus exclusively on the instrumental value of

the two arrangements. That is, I will only consider their worth as devices for producing

desirable consequences. Moreover, within the realm of instrumental factors, I concen-

trate on the two mentioned above: the quality of electoral results and political stability.

The reason for this is that, as I shall show, they are the most relevant considerations given

the case at hand. I leave aside noninstrumental matters (those related to the value of an

institution as such, independently of its effects) not because they are unimportant, but, on

the contrary, because they deserve to be carefully studied in a separate inquiry.1 For the

moment, let me just point out that both schemes appear to be compatible with the prin-

ciple of equal respect for persons in at least one noninstrumental sense, namely, that they

do not exclude people on account of their race, gender, creed, or the like.

Why care about the enfranchisement lottery? Institutional innovation is a theme that

dominates much of the current work in democratic theory, and a significant portion of it

focuses on the use of random devices to create representative, deliberative, and partici-

patory ‘mini-publics’.2 The enfranchisement lottery was largely inspired by this litera-

ture. However, most of the existing studies have concentrated on devices that would

complement the basic institutions of modern democracy, not replace them. This

approach to democratic innovation supposes that we have properly discarded all other

relevant alternatives to the main institutions of representative democracy. Yet this article

shows to the contrary that the enfranchisement lottery is an original and serious alterna-

tive to universal suffrage that promises to advance some of the goals pursued in the cur-

rent work on democratic innovation.

Still, one might ask: Why consider the enfranchisement lottery if universal suffrage, a

model that virtually no one disputes today, is indeed ultimately preferable? The answer is

the following. To justify a political arrangement is to show that it is superior to its alter-

natives. Failure to consider a relevant alternative, therefore, can lead to a defective

understanding of the trade-offs at stake in a given case, and to underestimating the

limitations of the option that seems to be preferable. More gravely still, disregarding

relevant alternatives could lead to the adoption of a suboptimal design. The case

2 Politics, Philosophy & Economics 000(00)

 at COLUMBIA UNIV on November 12, 2010ppe.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ppe.sagepub.com/


I advance for universal suffrage vis-a-vis the enfranchisement lottery, to insist, is only

prima facie. This means that the lottery would be the preferred option in certain circum-

stances – which may be those circumstances found in some countries in the world today.

From this perspective, if the enfranchisement lottery is an alternative democratic method

worth taking seriously, as I argue in this article, its discussion can help us improve our

understanding of the range and limits of the case for universal suffrage. We can only

learn from discussing it.

2. A novel alternative to universal suffrage

The previous description of the enfranchisement lottery is deliberately general. I shall

say more as the argument unfolds. However, for the most part I shall ask the reader to

fill in the details and try to imagine the design in the way most appealing to him or her.

This is to motivate an interest in the general idea among thinkers of different persuasions.

For instance, deliberative democrats can imagine the ‘informative program’ to include

face-to-face discussion among electors. Skeptics, by contrast, can imagine a model of

isolated voters that mostly listen to relevant information presented by others (for exam-

ple, candidates, policy experts, and party leaders). What matters for my purposes is the

general notion of the enfranchisement lottery and its main promise: a better informed

electorate.

2.1. Not a false start

There are three preliminary reasons not to dismiss the enfranchisement lottery at the out-

set. First, it is not a far-fetched device of dubious practical relevance. Like John Stuart

Mill’s plural voting system, it can perfectly well be implemented if a polity is willing to

try. In this way, discussing the lottery departs from the common practice of comparing

political schemes against fanciful and impracticable alternatives. One can say, for

instance, that if there existed omniscient and infallible philosopher-electors, then univer-

sal suffrage might have to ‘be consigned to the dustbin of history because it would be

merely an obstacle to getting things right’ (Letwin, 1989: 223). But as such electors are

nowhere to be found, the point would be irrelevant for all practical purposes. The

enfranchisement lottery does not suffer from this problem.

Second, unlike Mill’s plural voting system, the enfranchisement lottery can be con-

sidered a democratic alternative to universal suffrage. It is not a despotic dark horse. The

periodic appointment of public officials by lot has often been regarded as a distinctively

democratic method, among other things, because it honors the ideal of political equality

by giving everyone the same chance of being selected (see Manin, 1997: Chs 1–2).

Among the most emblematic institutions of Athenian democracy, for instance, were the

Council of Five Hundred (boule) and the People’s Court (ta dikasteria), whose members

were selected by lot (Hansen, 1999: 247). True, it would be more democratic to have all

citizens decide on some matter than randomly to appoint a few for the task. But that is a

different issue from whether the system counts as democratic tout court. The point is that

the enfranchisement lottery has relatively solid democratic credentials.3
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Third, and most importantly, the enfranchisement lottery avoids what I take to be the

most serious criticism of schemes that condition access to the ballot on decision compe-

tency. David Estlund calls it the ‘demographic objection’ (2008: Ch. 11). The basic point

is that enfranchising only (or to a greater extent) the allegedly most competent members

of a group could potentially produce a biased electorate. This worry cannot be reason-

ably dismissed. Even if everyone has an equal opportunity to become competent and get

the vote, those who have the motivation to obtain the relevant qualifications

might belong primarily to a certain group of people possessing some further

detrimental feature. Hence, the overall effect may be negative. This was Tocqueville’s

(1964: Vol. I, Part 2, Ch. 6) concern when he claimed that aristocracies select rulers who

are more virtuous and talented, but who also tend to have an interest contrary to that of

the population at large. That it is the disfranchised who are specifically hurt is perhaps

the most common instrumental argument for democratic inclusiveness. ‘Experience

has shown’, Robert Dahl (1991: 129) claims, ‘that any group of adults excluded from the

demos – for example, women, artisans and laborers, the unpropertied, racial minorities –

will be lethally weakened in defending its own interests.’

Yet under the enfranchisement lottery voters would not be selected on the basis of any

feature allegedly related to superior competence. Instead, the lottery presumes everyone

to be equally qualified to vote – though not as qualified as they could be. For this reason,

to use Estlund’s terminology, there would be no ‘invidious comparisons among citizens

with respect to their normative political wisdom’ (2008: 36). To the question ‘Why

will they vote and not us?’ the answer would not be ‘Because they are better political

decision-makers.’ This is enough to invalidate the demographic objection. Moreover,

due to the random nature of the process, the social composition of the electorate would

be, for all practical purposes, identical to that of the pool of potential voters. Groups

would be present in proportion to their numbers.

Let me discuss the last point in some detail. Since a sample can only accurately

represent a diverse universe to some extent, never perfectly, it could be argued that the

electorate might be biased against groups that are too small to have a good chance of

being systematically present in proportion to their numbers. A group would be too small

for this purpose depending on how large we choose the electorate to be. To illustrate,

suppose there are 100 million potential voters and we draw a simple random sample

of 1000 of them. The smallest group size that would enjoy systematic presence in this

electorate would be 500,000, that is, 0.5 percent of the total. On expectation, any group

this size would have five voters – its proportional share. But, to be precise, by ‘systematic

presence’ I mean that there is a 99 percent chance that any given electorate will contain

at least one and at most eleven persons from similarly sized groups.4 Now, if we increase

the electorate to 10,000 out of our 100 million potential voters, any group of 50,000

within the potential voter pool would enjoy the same chances. Shift the decimal point

again, and the corresponding body of 100,000 electors ensures a similar presence for

groups with only 5000 members. An electorate of 1 million voters does the same for

groups that number only 500. And so on.

So how accurately should the electorate mirror the universe of potential voters? For

present purposes, there is a plain standard: that no group could reasonably complain

that its interests would be systematically less well represented than they would in
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universal suffrage. Now, we already know that the interests of small groups are

inevitably left out of electoral processes, regardless of how widely the franchise is dis-

tributed or how much power sharing the system allows. Indeed, the logic of the com-

petition is precisely to appeal to relatively large segments of the electorate on matters

of common concern. The enfranchisement lottery, if properly designed, would guaran-

tee the systematic presence of fairly small groups – groups that already fall outside the

radar of electoral politics under universal suffrage.5 Consider once again the previous

illustration. Groups that constitute only 0.05 percent of the population would be sys-

tematically present in an electorate composed of 10,000 members. Politicians who try

to consider and be responsive to ‘the people’s’ point of view rarely poll a larger num-

ber of citizens. Yet if this seems unsatisfactory, the reader can imagine an even bigger

electorate.

It could still be objected that the electorate would not be truly representative, since

the very point of the enfranchisement lottery is to create better informed electors who

would, as a consequence, modify their voting preferences. Thus, while demographi-

cally alike in every other respect, the electorate under the lottery would not, in the

end, have the same distribution of voting intentions as the electorate under universal

suffrage. I have two responses to this contention. First, since any divergence in the

distribution of voting preferences would result from the fact that the electorate under

the lottery would be better informed, objecting to it would be exactly the same as

objecting, absurdly, to a program that would similarly inform the entire electorate

under universal suffrage.

Estlund (2008) explicitly considers whether such a program might actually set off

the demographic objection – in which case, given the previous analysis, the

enfranchisement lottery would also be undermined. To use his example, making lit-

eracy a condition for enfranchisement could create a biased electorate by eliminat-

ing the point of view of the illiterate. Yet eliminating illiteracy from the entire

population would have exactly the same effect. Wisely, however, Estlund (2008:

219) discards this line of argument against eliminating illiteracy. It would imply that

we should not eliminate torture, rape, and starvation so that we can preserve the

point of view of the victims. But, clearly, the value of their point of view is that

it could help eradicate these evils.

The second response to the objection is that electors under the lottery are not sup-

posed to serve as proxies for the electors under universal suffrage. The lottery is not

universal suffrage by other means. It is an alternative method of enfranchisement. The

only persons with the right to vote under the lottery are those selected at every sorti-

tion. This is an important point because it is often argued that ‘representative’ mini-

publics are illegitimate devices for actual decision-making ‘because of the lack of

authorization and accountability between jurors and the wider public’ (Parkinson,

2004: 380). In the case of the enfranchisement lottery, however, the point is precisely

to question the assumption that the right to vote should belong to each member of the

population at large. The purpose of the previous discussion was merely to show that

the enfranchisement lottery is not vulnerable to a common critique that defeats other

schemes for restricting the right to vote in order to produce better outcomes, namely,

that it would be biased against specific sectors of the population.
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2.2. The elements of comparison

The enfranchisement lottery, then, is a feasible, relatively democratic alternative to

universal suffrage that avoids what is arguably the main (outcome-based) problem with

classical exclusionary schemes. These are just preliminary reasons to take it seriously.

The bulk of the article compares the instrumental advantages and disadvantages of the

lottery relative to universal suffrage. I focus on two goals of obvious importance: the

quality of electoral outcomes and the stability of the political process. Although we

should also expect differences in relation to other instrumental considerations, I concen-

trate on these two because they are the most relevant. Before turning to the analysis, let

me provide some reasons for this claim.

We should certainly expect the two schemes to perform differently regarding other

goals beside the quality of electoral outcomes and political stability. Yet the relevance

of such alternative objectives is questionable. To see this, consider the two that seem

to me the most salient alternatives. First, following an old line of argument, it could

be said that those who are not selected under the lottery on any given occasion would

not experience the educational effects that come with the very act of participating, and

that society would lose as a result. John Stuart Mill, the most influential proponent of

this argument, suggested that people without the right to vote resemble the audience

in a jury trial, in the sense of being immune to the ‘improving and ennobling influ-

ences’ of the process because ‘nothing depends on the decision they may arrive at’

(1998: 328–9). The obvious problem with this argument is that the same is true when

too many people are allowed to take part in the process: their decision does not make

a difference. This is related to the problem of ‘rational ignorance’, to which I return in

the next section.

Second, the enfranchisement lottery would be inferior to universal suffrage in pro-

moting the equal satisfaction of political preferences. Indeed, as I have suggested above,

although the demographic composition of the electorate would be the same under the two

schemes, we should expect the distribution of electoral preferences to vary as a result of

the higher levels of information possessed by voters under the lottery. Thus, the option

preferred by the majority of potential voters might not be the option ultimately preferred

by the majority of actual electors, and in such a case fewer people’s desires would be

satisfied compared to universal suffrage.

However, I believe that it has been convincingly shown that the satisfaction of polit-

ical preferences is, as such, a flawed ideal (see, for instance, Barry, 1995: 145–51;

Dworkin, 1981). First, there are no good reasons to satisfy or compensate preferences

that are plainly immoral, such as those of racists. Moreover, preferences that are shaped

by our opportunities (adaptive preferences), by faulty or insufficient information, and by

poor judgment should not always be respected, particularly not when others’ interests are

at stake. Above all, John Rawls was right in pointing out that the political process should

be ‘a just procedure arranged to insure a just outcome’, not a method for want satisfac-

tion (1971: 197). Of course, it is normally considered desirable that public officials

respond to some extent to the majority’s desires, but not (or not primarily) because this

is inherently good. Instead, the reason is that it produces better effects than a system in

which officials respond only to the desires of a minority. This is related to my next point.

6 Politics, Philosophy & Economics 000(00)

 at COLUMBIA UNIV on November 12, 2010ppe.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ppe.sagepub.com/


Virtually all other considerations cited in discussions about the instrumental value of

democracy are, in fact, covered by the two objectives that I shall focus on, in particular

the first: the quality of outcomes. Consider, for instance, the following idiosyncratic list.

Democracy is supposed to engender government responsiveness, publicly justifiable pol-

icies, equal consideration of interests, freedom as non-domination, famine prevention,

economic development, and welfare maximization (see, respectively, Pitkin, 1967:

232–4; Nelson, 1980: 75; Dahl, 2000: 76–8; Pettit, 1997: 27–31; Sen, 1993: 7–8;

Olson, 1993: 572; McMahon, 1994: 128–65). To the extent that these goals (as it is sup-

posed to be the case) result from the power of the ruled to select and sanction rulers at

the polls, they are implicitly covered in my comparison of the two schemes in terms

of the quality of electoral outcomes. To connect the dots, since the social composition

of the electorate would be the same in both arrangements (as I have argued above) and

voters would nevertheless be better informed under the lottery (as I argue in what fol-

lows), we should expect the lottery to improve the efficacy of electoral selection and

sanction, in which case the goals listed above would actually be even better promoted.

In short, I compare the instrumental value of the two schemes in terms of their likely

effects on the quality of electoral outcomes and political stability. The reason for this

focus is not that we should expect the two schemes to produce identical effects from the

perspective of all other considerations. Instead, the reason is that, as far as I can see, other

instrumental factors are either of dubious importance or already covered by those on

which I concentrate.

3. The epistemic value of the enfranchisement lottery

Anyone who thinks that it would be desirable to improve current levels of information

among voters, all else being equal, should prefer the enfranchisement lottery to universal

suffrage. In this section, I argue that the lottery would fare better than any measure that

could be implemented under universal suffrage in creating a better informed electorate.

I then try to show that a better informed electorate would improve the quality of electoral

outcomes from the perspective of a minimalist or thin theory of good electoral results. In

short, I seek to show that the lottery would be epistemically preferable to universal suf-

frage. Therein lies its instrumental advantage.

3.1. The promise of random enfranchisement

To fix ideas, let me describe the political process in the following stylized way: electors

cast votes1 for representatives who cast votes2 for policies. Any of these five elements

can be randomized. Yet an independent normative assessment is necessary for each of

the five potential lotteries. For instance, the common argument that lotteries should not

be adopted to solve political disputes because they yield outcomes that fail to ‘track jus-

tified morality’ is only plausible when policies are the unit of randomization (Gaus,

1996: 224). The argument increasingly loses force as we move to votes2 and eventually

to electors. Indeed, to avoid arbitrariness and ensure that the ‘considered judgments’ of

people enter a decision, recent advocates of random devices have focused on schemes of

‘lottery voting’ (see Ackerman, 1980: 285–9; Amar, 1983–84). That is, they focus on the
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application of random devices at the level of votes1 and votes2, rather than choosing

randomly among the options to be otherwise voted. Since such lotteries would be

weighted, they would not be arbitrary.6

But this standard picture of political lotteries ignores an important distinction. Lottery

voting can be applied ex ante or ex post. In the latter version, which to my knowledge is

the only one that has hitherto been considered, all the members of a decision-making

body cast votes and the lottery takes place afterwards. But the lottery can also occur prior

to voting, which means that only the members who are selected actually vote. The

enfranchisement lottery is an instance of the ex ante version. This makes it singular. But

is there a substantive difference underlying the distinction? Jon Elster, for instance, dis-

cusses ex post lottery voting and yet treats it as a matter of ‘choosing a ‘‘random dictator’’

from the electorate’ (1989: 86–7). In what follows, I argue that ex ante lottery voting is

indeed quite different from the ex post variant. Specifically, compared both to ex post lot-

tery voting and universal suffrage, the enfranchisement lottery facilitates the emergence of

two kinds of benefits (educational and motivational) related to the construction of a better

informed electorate.

3.1.1. Educational benefits. Ex post lottery voting makes it impossible to target information

to those whose votes will be drawn in the lottery. An ex ante system, by contrast, allows

us to inform the opinion of the selected voters at a low cost before they cast their ballots.

This is the most significant advantage of the enfranchisement lottery.

To appreciate this, consider the suggestion that there is no need to target information

to a set of randomly appointed electors if we can actually inform the opinion of all. For

instance, take Bruce Ackerman and James Fishkin’s (2005) proposal of a ‘Deliberation

Day’ (DDay). Some two weeks before the election, voters would get together in small

groups and deliberate for a day about the choices. For their service to the nation

(and as an incentive) participants would receive a stipend of US$150. The hope is to pro-

duce a ‘more attentive and informed public’ (Ackerman and Fishkin, 2005: 3). This is an

exciting idea, but the enfranchisement lottery has clear advantages over it.

Costs under the enfranchisement lottery would be infinitesimal compared to those

under DDay. Ackerman and Fishkin estimate that in the USA their proposal would cost

almost US$10 billion for a turnout of 50 million deliberators: US$7.5 billion for the sti-

pends and US$2 billion for operation costs. Assuming that those who voted would have

attended DDay, its cost for the 2008 election would have been about US$25 billion. This

is more than the GDP of 97 countries of a sample of 181 (IMF, 2007). Now suppose we

select 50,000 people by lot, give them a much bigger stipend, say US$1000 per day, and

require them to participate in the informative program for a whole week. The cost of the

stipends alone would be cut to US$350 million (4.6 percent of US$7.5 billion). Thus, for

significantly less money, the electorate would be even better informed.

In addition, the enfranchisement lottery would cut drastically the logistical costs of

the election. It may be possible to keep current electoral spending constant and at the

same time obtain a better informed public, since the savings from having a smaller

electorate could be large enough to finance the informative program. Of course, several

factors affect this possibility, such as the ultimate size of the electorate, the amount

paid to voters, and the number of days on which they gather to acquire information.
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In any case, whether or not extra money is needed to inform voters, election-day savings

under the lottery would not be trivial. In addition to all this, campaigning (to the extent

that it would still exist as we know it) would arguably be much less wasteful and more

easily monitored. In countries where the prevalence of illegal money, such as drug

money, threatens the democratic process, this would be an enormous advantage.

As I mentioned before, the details of the informative procedure need not concern us

here. Fishkin’s (1997) model of deliberative polling can be taken as a starting point. The

reader can then imagine all sorts of changes to make it as appealing as possible: the pro-

cess can be more or less deliberative, there can be more or less involvement of experts,

votes may or may not be publicized, and so on. I would only insist on the importance of

providing ample information about the relevant unit of selection: policymakers. Some

democratic theorists continue to believe that to vote is to govern, that we must think

of citizens as rulers. But the idea that voters rule through their representatives is the big-

gest falsehood of modern democratic theory.7 In an election of representatives, voters

choose policymakers, not policies. Political parties and policy platforms surely play

an important role in selecting rulers.8 But the personal dimension of voting cannot be

ignored. Actually, as I explain below, the fact that electors vote for policymakers rather

than bills is critical for my claim that having a better informed electorate would be

desirable.

3.1.2. Motivational benefits. The lottery can also motivate people directly to acquire infor-

mation. This would result from a mitigation of the rational ignorance problem. That

problem has the following shape. It is obvious that the power of each vote, measured

by its capacity to influence the outcome, diminishes with every additional voter. So,

when the electorate is very large, people have few incentives to invest time in acquiring

information about the alternatives.9 Hence the rational ignorance problem. But, because

the enfranchisement lottery amplifies the power of each vote by reducing the size of the

electorate, each voter becomes more likely to be decisive. As the decisiveness of voters

increases, so do their incentives to acquire information.

Voters might also pursue more information under the enfranchisement lottery (and

make a better use of it) as a result of having an increased sense of duty. Since people

would be remunerated under the lottery and explicitly asked to look after the public inter-

est, voting would acquire all the relevant properties of a public office. Citizens already

play structurally similar roles in elections, and with a great deal of success. In some

countries, for instance, citizens often serve as polling station officials, responsible for the

legality of the process. Only economists of a certain kind (incidentally, those whose

models have grotesquely failed to explain voting behavior) would deny that people can

be motivated by a sense of duty associated with their role. Robert Goodin (1997) offers a

more plausible view: ‘Vest people in public office, requiring them on their oath to

‘‘proceed impartially and do nothing for any promise, fear, favour or reward’’, and they

will genuinely try to rise above the temptations of private profiteering to serve the public

interest.’ This effect would be enhanced if the circumstances allow votes to be cast

publicly.

Admittedly, some of these devices can also be implemented under universal suffrage

(or any other system for that matter). Yet the enfranchisement lottery is likely to enhance
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their effects. The responsibility of selecting the best leaders for the country would no

longer be shared by all adult members of society. Individuals would be singled out, and

this might increase their sense of duty. People would be appointed for an important task,

and those who have not been selected would be counting on them. This effect would, to

some extent, be independent of the electorate’s size. Even if the enfranchisement lottery

were set to produce a relatively large electorate, those selected would have a special obli-

gation or responsibility. As in the previous case, and for similar reasons, this effect

would not come about if the lottery takes place after everyone has voted. Obviously, peo-

ple have to be selected ex ante for their voting behavior to be modified.

3.2. Information and the quality of outcomes

Anyone who believes that societies should be regulated by certain principles of justice

will accept that a person’s ability and disposition to screen candidates for their disposi-

tion and capacity to promote justice is a criterion of her voting competence. The more

likely a voter is to identify and support just rulers, the better a voter she is. Of course,

reasonable people disagree about what justice requires, and that is precisely why

some thinkers regard democracy as the only acceptable decision-making process

(see Waldron, 2001). But the possibility of reasonable disagreement about justice presup-

poses that unreasonable disagreement is also possible. Few would dispute that it would be

better to have an electorate without racists, religious fanatics, and supporters of authori-

tarianism, especially if their influence could be significant. And though we cannot directly

disfranchise these groups because they can misrepresent their views in order to get the

vote, we could still try to promote the values of a just society among electors.

I doubt, however, that a brief informative program (deliberative or otherwise) would

accomplish much along these lines. James Fishkin and Robert Luskin (2000: 25) contend

that many people become more empathetic after deliberating and that some actually

revise their views – for the better, one hopes. Nevertheless, the opposite effect has also

been documented (see Schkade et al., 2006). In the end, I think the promise of informing

the electorate is different. Instead of expecting voters to upgrade their political views, we

can expect them to act more effectively on reasons that already motivate them.

What kind of reasons? Why would the quality of electoral outcomes improve as a

result? The following is a minimalist account, but not for that reason irrelevant. Despite

their substantive disagreements, voters have a common interest: to be governed by indi-

viduals who do not abuse their power for personal benefit at the expense of all. Jeremy

Bentham’s faith in representative democracy largely rested on the belief that all persons

ultimately want ‘security against depredation and oppression’. This basic desire moti-

vates voters to ‘see located in the situation of his Representative, a man who, appropriate

desire and power in all shapes included, appears to him likely to contribute in a degree

more than any other man would to his possession of that same security’ (Bentham, 1843:

100). Well-informed voters would be in a better position to identify potentially deceitful

and corrupt rulers. This shows why the personal dimension of voting in representative

systems is important.

Let me be very clear that by no means am I suggesting that a candidate’s nonideolo-

gical traits are (or should be) the only consideration for voters, or the most important one.
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A liberal may well prefer a slightly corrupt liberal candidate than a very honest, but

radical conservative candidate. All I am saying (indeed, all I need to say for my

purposes) is that personal traits are somewhat important. In certain contexts, they are

actually very significant. If the party system is not consolidated or is unstable or if parties

in general are not trusted, personal traits become quite relevant for a voter’s choice. This

is actually the case in many regions of the world today.

So-called undecided voters are numerous and often determine the outcome of elec-

tions. Since they are relatively nonpartisan, they are more sensitive to the personal traits

of candidates than individuals who identify themselves strongly with a certain party.

Therefore, if undecided voters had better information about the alternatives on the ballot,

they would make the appointment of predatory rulers less likely. Moreover, even persons

with a strong partisan identification might occasionally cast a vote for another party if the

candidate running under their preferred banner were perceived as notably unfit.10 But

even if no one actually switched her vote in a given instance as a result of being better

informed, the benefits of having an informed electorate would be felt. For where parties

know that they face a more enlightened electorate, they have incentives to be more care-

ful in selecting their candidates. They know that many undecided voters and some sym-

pathizers are more likely to punish them at the polls if their candidate is perceived as

more likely to abuse his trust. In short, whether the mechanism is the actual selection

of candidates who are less likely to become corrupt or the nomination of candidates who

are more likely to gain the favor of voters, the overall effect would be an improvement in

the quality of electoral results (even if this only means reducing the probability of corrupt

rulers being elected).

The enfranchisement lottery would not make any difference, of course, if voters hap-

pen to be knowledgeable already. Thus, to conclude, let me contest the argument that this

is actually the case. This argument comes in two forms. The first points out that voters

are already properly informed as individuals. A vast literature suggests that voters rely on

a series of heuristics or shortcuts to acquire relevant information. The average voter

might not be an expert, but she can imitate those who are knowledgeable (see Sniderman

et al., 1991). However, as critics of this literature have pointed out, those who supposedly

know, knowing that others ‘know’ through them, will often engage in strategic misinfor-

mation (see Kinder, 2006: 205). Even if this problem could be somehow mitigated, the

most serious issue would remain: copies are never as good as the original. Information

asymmetries would not disappear, nor the desirability of bridging them (see Thompson,

2002: 87–105). In fact, cognitive heuristics are studied as sources of faulty decision-

making.

Political scientists have consistently demonstrated that electors are uninformed. Some

regard this as ‘one of the strongest findings that have been produced by any social

science – possibly the strongest’ (Friedman, 1998: 397).11 Yet ignorance is not equally

distributed: people are very ignorant on average, but there is much variance (see Con-

verse, 2000: 331). Most people know very little and there is a big gap between those who

know the least and those who know the most. In addition, even the knowledge of the best

informed may be concentrated relatively narrowly. Tocqueville’s conviction that it is

delusional to associate democracy with good outcomes has been frequently confirmed

(1964: Vol. I, Part 2, Ch. 5). Note that this portrait reflects the situation of wealthy
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countries with a free press and high levels of transparency. That is, the portrait involves

countries where information is most readily available and people have the means to

obtain it. Naturally, the situation is much worse in places where the little information that

exists is beyond the reach of most people.

The second form of the argument I am contesting says that voters under universal suf-

frage are already properly informed as a collectivity. For the sake of discussion, let us

assume that the conditions for the Condorcet Jury Theorem (CJT) hold in electoral con-

texts. These conditions are (1) that voters decide independently of each other; (2) that

they are, on average, more likely than not to make the correct choice; and (3) that they

vote sincerely rather than strategically. The CJT entails that, on any given issue decided

by majority rule, a group eventually approaches infallibility as its size increases. This

means that a sufficiently large electorate would be extremely competent even if its indi-

vidual members were only modestly qualified.

But this would not undermine the case for the enfranchisement lottery relative to uni-

versal suffrage. One major implication of the CJT is that groups approach infallibility at

a very fast rate. A small group of 600 persons with an average individual competence of

only 0.55 has a collective competence of 0.99 when making decisions. Clearly, adding

100 million individuals to this group (holding their average competence constant) would

not make a significant difference. Thus, from the perspective of the quality of outcomes,

there would be no reason based on the CJT to prefer universal suffrage to the lottery.

One might object: If the foregoing is true, why should we prefer the lottery? In other

words, if the quality of outcomes would be similar under the two enfranchisement

regimes, does it not follow that we should be indifferent between them? The answer lies

in the costs. The election of rulers would be cheaper under the enfranchisement lottery,

and this is a reason to prefer it.

4. The stability argument for universal suffrage

In the previous section, I tried to establish that the lottery is likely to produce better elec-

toral choices by creating a well-informed electorate at a lower cost than any feasible

measure under universal suffrage. Yet in what follows, I argue that universal suffrage

has an instrumental advantage of its own. That is its ability to achieve another important

objective: the stability of elections as the means for processing political disputes. People

are more likely to perceive elections as legitimate under universal suffrage, and hence

political agents are more likely to accept the results as binding. The idea that elections

are valuable because they allow for the peaceful removal of rulers (and, more impor-

tantly, that democratic elections are better at this task than the alternatives) has a long

tradition. I argue that universal suffrage does in fact have an advantage over the

enfranchisement lottery with respect to this objective.

4.1. The bases of democratic stability

Prior to assessing the relative merits of the lottery on the subject of stability, let me

briefly rehearse the reasons why universal suffrage has been expected to be more stable

than its alternatives. Lindsay observed that a democratic election is ‘a process of
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counting heads to save the trouble of breaking them’ (1967: 46). Indeed, not any kind of

election will do. The distribution of the franchise is important. After all, in a monarchy

offices are also filled by election – except that there is only one voter, the monarch, who

single-handedly appoints the government. To work as a ‘form of controlled revolution-

ary activity’, as Jean Hampton (1994: 34) put it, elections must be open to all potentially

revolutionary agents. Only universal suffrage is supposed to produce advantages such as

‘increased legitimization of decisions and stability of regimes’ (Vines and Glick, 1967:

1078).

There have been several lines of argument for this common idea. I shall mention the

three that seem to me most important. Tocqueville is a good representative of the first.

He held that universal suffrage was probably the strongest factor behind the nonviolence

of political organizations in the USA (Tocqueville, 1964: Vol. I, Part 2, Ch. 4). His logic

was that a broad franchise prevented groups from fooling themselves (and others) about

the extent of their popular support. Who ‘the majority’ is only becomes clear after a dem-

ocratic vote. More recently, Adam Przeworski (1999: 49) has argued along similar lines

that the results of a popular election provide important information about the numerical

balance of power, which is likely to deter some agents from continuing the struggle on

the battlefield. To be sure, that information can now be obtained through polling, but the

occurrence of periodic elections at fixed intervals can reduce important collective action

problems, making the implicit threat of revolt more credible if the incumbents are reluc-

tant to step down (see Fearon, 2006).

A second line of thought is that disfranchisement itself is likely to be a source of

instability, especially in hard times. A representative system in which some groups

believe that they have been unfairly excluded from the right to vote could enjoy a certain

degree of popular legitimacy under favorable circumstances. But disfranchisement, if it

is perceived as unfair, can become the reason for the escalation of conflict during hard-

ship. There is plenty of historical evidence of the extremes to which people are willing to

go in order to acquire the vote.12

Finally, notably incompetent or corrupt rulers may be more easily deposed without

bloodshed under universal suffrage than its alternatives. The reason is that the smaller

the electorate, the easier it is for abusive rulers to make voters their cronies and stay

in power. A large electorate is more difficult to buy out. If the ‘bribe’ were to take the

form of special policies that serve the common interest of the enfranchised group, this

becomes more difficult and costly by definition as other groups become enfranchised.

Furthermore, if the ‘bribe’ were to take the form of a benefit targeted to voters qua vot-

ers, rulers would also be less likely to succeed, and the equilibrium would be less stable if

they were to succeed, because the share of each elector becomes smaller as the size of the

electorate increases. Also, the consequences would be less dire. All else being equal, the

tyranny of the majority is preferable to the tyranny of a minority (see Shapiro, 1999: 33).

4.2. The perils of the enfranchisement lottery

How does the enfranchisement lottery compare to universal suffrage in the light of the

previous considerations? Admittedly, it does not seem to be disadvantaged in some

respects. Take, for instance, the third argument about our ability to throw the rascals out
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more effectively under universal suffrage. First, the motivational and educational effects

of the enfranchisement lottery discussed in Section 3 could make voters less vulnerable

to potential bribes. Second, the fact that the electorate would be renewed before every

election would produce high transaction costs, making it difficult for rulers and voters

to credibly commit to keep their part of the bargain. Finally, an electorate numbering

in the tens of thousands would not be easily bribed if appropriate monitoring institutions

are in place. As I argue below, however, the risk of capture can be a serious concern in

certain contexts.

Also, with respect to the idea that unjust disfranchisement is likely to be inherently

destabilizing, particularly in hard times, there are good reasons to think that random

disfranchisement is different. Excluding people on the basis of irrelevant conditions

such as race or gender is to treat them without due respect. This, as we know, can

rightly mobilize people. However, a random procedure treats everyone fairly. It does

not degrade those who are not selected on a given occasion because their exclusion

has nothing to do with their voting competence or their worth as persons.

The enfranchisement lottery, however, has a non-negligible disadvantage. In a

democracy, if people believe that the political process has been manipulated or

rigged to favor one of the alternatives, political instability becomes more likely. The

disadvantage of the enfranchisement lottery is that it is easier to misrepresent and

misperceive as unfair than universal suffrage. As a device for allocating the power

to appoint rulers, it is less transparent. Consequently, the legitimacy (in the socio-

logical sense) of the electoral process, and hence its stability, could suffer.

To appreciate the problem better, let me state clearly what the lottery requires in terms

of randomness.13 It is sometimes sufficient that a process be random in a purely episte-

mic sense in order to ensure perceived fairness. In certain contexts, a mechanism might

actually be biased and not be a problem if nobody knows about the distortion. In United

States v. Kotrlik & Gaevert, the court correctly decided that the 1970 draft lottery of

American soldiers, even though it exhibited a pattern, was indeed random in the episte-

mic sense and hence fair given the purpose of the exercise. But the enfranchisement lot-

tery further requires true objective randomness (that is, equiprobability) if it is safely to

avoid the demographic objection. Everyone must have an equal chance of being selected.

But equiprobability is harder to obtain. It comes with a price in terms of transparency and

perceived fairness.

The technology for objective and efficient random selection is available today, but

inscrutable to most people. A true random number generator (TRNG) would ensure

equiprobability by relying on unpredictable natural phenomena such as those at the

quantum level. Unlike a pseudo-random number generator based on software pro-

gramming (PRNG), a TRNG is nondeterministic in the sense that the results do not

obey the logic of some artificial algorithm. Unfortunately, the workings of a TRNG

and a PRNG are equally unfathomable to most people. In the face of an allegation,

experts could not disprove in an obvious, clear-cut way that a device has drawn the

numbers unfairly. Macro devices, such as extracting balls from containers, might give

the impression of transparency, but have been inefficient and defective in the past.

Their potential for conflict is clear from previous draft lotteries and jury selections.

These devices can be improved, of course. But the problem remains that, in the end,
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everything rests on a man-made (that is, manipulable) instrument that people cannot

easily scrutinize.

The mechanics of even simple devices, indeed, are unfathomable to most people,

especially when their logic (randomness, in this case) is inherently mysterious. It is a

well-documented fact that people commit cognitive fallacies in the face of chance.

Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky have shown that it is a common misconception

to expect even small segments of a large sequence of (say) two random events to be rep-

resentative of the fairness of the procedure. In other words, as the famous gambler’s fal-

lacy suggests, people expect fewer runs and more alternations than the laws of chance

admit (see Kahneman and Tversky, 1982). It would be possible to exploit this bias to

misrepresent any local clustering of the numbers drawn from the enfranchisement lottery

as evidence of flaws in the procedure. Moreover, the tendency to commit this kind of

fallacy could dangerously combine with a widespread tendency to believe in political

conspiracies.14 These factors make random methods for the allocation of political rights

more vulnerable to being misperceived and misrepresented as unfair, and this implies a

greater risk for sociological legitimacy and, hence, for political stability.

The point is only a comparative one: universal suffrage leaves less room for doubt

than does the enfranchisement lottery. Under universal suffrage, the procedure through

which people acquire the right to vote is more transparent. The conditions are publicly

known and people can largely observe whether they are respected or violated. Specifi-

cally, there is no manipulable device and no mysterious selection mechanism at work.

Thus, the process of enfranchisement under universal suffrage is less likely to be misre-

presented as rigged. As a device for allocating political power, universal suffrage is more

likely to be stable. Notice that this advantage is not in spite of people’s ignorance and

tendency to form irrational beliefs, but precisely because of them. In a representative

system, people at large should probably have the vote not because there is no reason

to fear what they will do with it, but because there is more reason to fear what they can

do without it.

John Rawls argued that the institutions of a just society must generate their own sup-

port. For him, the question of stability was a substantive issue, not ‘purely a practical

matter’ (Rawls, 2001: 185). Publicity plays an important role in this regard: ‘justice must

not only be done, but be seen to be done’ (Rawls, 2001: 116). This mirrors the previous

argument about the perils of the lottery. The difference is that Rawls refers to the stability

of a conception of justice and its corresponding institutions, whereas the lottery’s diffi-

culties in ensuring that it is perceived as fair would be only one among many possible

factors affecting a regimen’s stability.

I do not suggest that the enfranchisement lottery would inevitably lead to unrest.

It could work well in certain countries. But there are many circumstances in which its

disadvantages would have serious practical implications. Consider the case of countries

suffering high levels of corruption and low levels of trust. Here, if the outcome of the

election is close, and if the voting preferences of the electorate, in the end, happen to

diverge significantly from those of the entire population, then the losers would have

incentives to misrepresent the lottery as unfair, and many people would believe them.

Unfortunately, the first two conditions are quite common in the world today, and the

third is precisely what we should expect, at least sometimes, from the lottery.
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The previous point is related to Tocqueville’s argument about the clarity of the

majority. As a result of the motivational and educational effects discussed above, there

are reasons to think that, all else being equal, the outcome of an election under the lottery

could be different than under universal suffrage. For this reason, it would not be entirely

clear who commands the majority. This, as Tocqueville observed, can help foment

unrest. The uncertainty introduced by the lottery (the expectation that the outcome could

have been different if everyone had voted) might become a reason for the losers to mobi-

lize and try to misrepresent the lottery as biased. Stability would be at risk if polls

revealed that the electoral preferences of the majority of the population differed from

those of the majority of the voters, especially if the outcome of the election was close

and the country had a history of corruption and distrust. It is important to notice that

in such countries actually securing the lottery’s integrity would be a difficult task. The

risk of capture of the electorate should not be downplayed.

A conceptual point is in order before moving on. After questioning the rationalist hope

of choosing institutions on the basis of their expected effects, Elster makes an argument for

democratic reform on the grounds of justice. But it is actually ‘perceived justice’ that

Elster treats. It is only if a reform is perceived as just, he argues, that ‘people will be willing

and motivated to put up with the costs of transition and of experimenting with different

modes of implementing it’ (Elster, 1989: 203). Similarly, Brian Barry claims to make a

noninstrumental argument for democracy when he explains that the value of taking the

quality of all citizens to be equal is that it constitutes ‘a condition for peace’ (2003:

346). It seems to me that these arguments are straightforwardly instrumental, and very

much in line with the views discussed in this section. Elster and Barry seem to reserve

‘instrumental’ and related concepts to arguments about the specific outcomes of proce-

dures, rather than their consequences more generally. My use of this terminology is less

restrictive.

5. Institutional design and the presumption in favor of universal
suffrage

If the previous analyses are correct, we face a dilemma. The enfranchisement lottery

would be preferable from the perspective of creating a better informed electorate and

thus improving the quality of electoral outcomes. From the standpoint of stability, how-

ever, universal suffrage should be our choice. In this section, I seek to evaluate which

scheme is superior on balance from an instrumental perspective. Since each arrangement

has a relative advantage, the question can be formulated in the following way: What goal

should we pursue in allocating the right to vote, given the apparent trade-off between the

quality of outcomes and political stability? I shall argue that the trade-off is somewhat

apparent and that there are good reasons to regard universal suffrage as preferable on

balance, but only in a presumptive and qualified way.

Rawls’s thoughts on institutional design are useful for finding a solution. He dis-

tinguished between isolated rules, institutions as sets of interrelated rules, and the

basic structure of society as the collection of all major institutions. Our choice of rules

and institutions depends on whether we adopt a wide or a narrow perspective. ‘One or

several rules of an arrangement’, Rawls observed, ‘may be unjust without the
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institution itself being so. Similarly, an institution may be unjust although the social

system as a whole is not’ (1971: 57). He concluded that our perspective should be

wide: ‘the test of constitutional arrangements is always the overall balance of justice’

in a system (Rawls, 1971: 231).

If, contrary to what Rawls suggests, we were to look at a rule or institution from a

narrow perspective, there would be only two relevant criteria to decide on its design

in cases in which there is a choice to be made about the goal to be promoted. The first

criterion is the relative superiority of each alternative design. In the present case, for

example, if universal suffrage were largely superior for securing stability and barely

inferior regarding the quality of electoral outcomes, it would have an advantage. This

criterion, however, will not take us very far, since we lack the necessary knowledge

to make such determinations. The analysis above only supports an ordinal, not a cardinal

ranking of the two arrangements relative to each goal.

The second criterion is the relative importance of the goals in question. If one of the

two goals were more important than the other, the scheme that best promotes it would

have an edge. A Hobbesian might claim that political stability is the supreme value,

whereas it might play a subsidiary role for someone holding a different political philo-

sophy. But the usefulness of this criterion is also limited. It requires us to take a theore-

tical stance that would make the argument less neutral than is necessary. More

importantly, it is unlikely that we would reach a solid result. The quality of electoral out-

comes and the stability of the political process, if considered without further context,

might very well be incommensurable.

But if we widen our perspective and look at how rules and institutions can be inte-

grated, as Rawls suggests, then a third criterion comes into play: the availability of sub-

stitutes for a given institution. This could provide us with a better ground for a solution.

The trade-off between quality of electoral outcomes and political stability would disap-

pear or be mitigated if there were other institutions at our disposal for promoting the for-

gone goal. What I shall argue is that in a representative system such substitutive devices

are available with respect to the goals promoted by the lottery, but not with respect to

those promoted by universal suffrage.

Consider, for instance, adopting universal suffrage for the actual election while estab-

lishing a lottery at an earlier stage of the process: the nomination of candidates. Let us

call it the ‘nomination lottery’. After an informative procedure, randomly selected citi-

zens or party members would select the official candidate of each party. Following the

logic of Section 4.2, this could increase the probability of appointing good candidates.

Furthermore, since the lottery would not take place at the decisive stage, the risk of

instability would be largely absent. Indeed, notice that the internal process currently fol-

lowed by parties, which in most cases does not involve universal suffrage, does not affect

the perceived legitimacy of elections.

The choice between citizens and party members as potential participants in the

nomination lottery is not a trivial one. A wide, unrestricted universe would be more

heterogeneous, and diversity has been found to be quite valuable in collective

decision-making processes (see Page, 2008). However, an open nomination lottery car-

ries the risk of strategic cross-voting.15 People might decide to vote for the worst alter-

native at every primary except that of the party with which they identify. This would give
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the candidate of that party a better chance at the election if everyone else votes sincerely.

Strategic cross-voting would not occur if the nomination lottery is restricted to party

members, but the chances of selecting the best candidate may be lower because some

voters could support the candidate that, for instance, is more likely to get them a job

if elected. Depending on the context, in any case, we might be able to trust that nomina-

tors would take their responsibility seriously and look after the public interest.

Lotteries have actually been used in the past for this purpose. In Renaissance Venice,

randomly constituted committees first nominated contenders for political offices and

then the popular assembly (the Great Council) voted on the alternatives (see Finlay,

1980: 90–1). But there is a more recent and relevant experience that closely approxi-

mates the nomination lottery as I am conceiving it. In 2006, a deliberative poll was

applied to the process of selecting the Panhellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK) candi-

date for mayor of Marousi, a town in the metropolitan area of Athens (see Fishkin et al.,

2008). Although it was not the original purpose, the poll actually became the official

nomination procedure. As expected, the deliberation affected the distribution of voting

preferences among participants. Two interesting results of the poll in relation to the point

discussed in the previous paragraph are that the preferences of PASOK supporters were

significantly less affected by the deliberative poll compared to those of the other parti-

cipants and that the preferences of the two groups ended up being significantly different.

This could entail that nomination lotteries are likely to be less effective if the universe of

potential participants is restricted to party members, although more research is needed to

sort this out.

It is important to point out that the nomination lottery might not have identical effects

to the enfranchisement lottery. Improving the chances of the best type in each primary is

not the same as improving the chances of the best type in the election. But we need not

conjecture about which would be better. All that matters for my purposes is that, relative

to universal suffrage alone, there would be an improvement in either case. A lottery at the

primaries would indeed advance the quality of electoral outcomes to some extent. What

remains to be shown is that, by contrast, the perils of the lottery at the election stage can-

not be neutralized at all by other institutional devices. To insist, this is not to say that the

lottery would necessarily lead to instability, but rather that its perils cannot be eliminated

by design.

The reason is as follows. In a representative system, one of the most salient political

problems (determining who will enact and enforce the law) is resolved periodically at the

polls. If the nature of this process is such that one cannot easily tell whether it has been

fairly implemented, the risk of political instability increases. There are no complemen-

tary institutions to mitigate such risk because the election is the decisive stage of the pro-

cess for appointing rulers. However important the previous stages may be, the outcome

ultimately depends on what happens on election day. Consider implementing universal

suffrage at the level of primaries or establishing a preliminary election with universal

suffrage to narrow down the options to be voted on by a random electorate. None of this

would make a difference if doubts remain about the final stage of the process.

To sum up, we could partly reduce the opportunity costs of adopting universal suf-

frage by improving the quality of electoral choices at previous stages or through consti-

tutional constraints, but the threat to stability of adopting the enfranchisement lottery
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cannot be similarly balanced by design because it would arise at the final, decisive stage

of the process through which political power is distributed. To be clear, the argument is

not that the lottery would necessarily (or very likely) lead to unrest, but only that, all else

being equal, it is inevitably less stable than universal suffrage.

6. Conclusion

In this article, I have argued that, on balance, universal suffrage seems to be a better

model for enfranchisement than the lottery. Yet it emerges only as the option to

beat, not an unbeatable option. One of this article’s implications is that we may not

be able to do any better in defending universal suffrage from a consequence-based

perspective. The comparison with the enfranchisement lottery reveals that the instru-

mental case for the ‘one person, one vote’ ideal seems to be less conclusive than

democratic theorists have often assumed. In certain contexts, the burden of

proof in favor of the lottery might be easily met. For instance, it has been shown

that economic growth and prosperity make representative systems quite stable

(see Przeworski et al., 2000). In such circumstances, the advantages of the lottery

might make it more attractive than universal suffrage (although improving the quality

of electoral outcomes is also less pressing in countries enjoying those circum-

stances). As in any other instance of institutional design, the choice has to be made

on a case-by-case basis.

As a suggestion for further inquiry, let me close with a brief note on how the enfranch-

isement lottery may also represent a challenge to the ‘one person, one vote’ principle

from a noninstrumental perspective. To make the right to vote conditional on factors

such as race or gender is to disrespect persons in a way that ought not to be tolerated.

But would the enfranchisement lottery automatically mistreat those who do not happen

to be selected on a given occasion? I have suggested already that, under the lottery, peo-

ple would not be disrespected in the sense of being unfairly discriminated against on

account of their identity. The difficult question is whether Herbert Spencer was right

when he implied that lacking the franchise is not a hurt, because ‘the giving of a vote,

considered in itself, in no way furthers the voter’s life, as does the existence of those var-

ious liberties we call rights’ (1978: 196).

Even thinkers who regard political participation as a major component of the

good life admit that lacking the right to vote might not be a problem. Josiah Ober,

for instance, has argued that, in some contexts, persons who lack ‘the right to vote

for representatives or to serve in public office, ought not be regarded as suffering

grievous harm in respect to the opportunity to exercise their natural capacities’

(2007: 67). Thus, random disfranchisement might not deprive persons of a valuable

good and would not fail to show equal concern and respect. I mention this only as a

line of argument that deserves to be examined. Some will disagree, to be sure. This

divergence of opinion underscores the importance of building a theory specifically

of the right to vote, rather than subsuming the matter under a general discussion

of the right ‘to participate’ or ‘to have a say’ in politics. I hope that this article has

made a contribution in this direction.
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Notes

I would like to thank the useful comments of two anonymous reviewers and the editors of Politics,

Philosophy and Economics. I am also greatly indebted to José Antonio Aguilar, Guillermo Cejudo,

Carlos Cordourier, Tom Donahue, Jon Elster, Pablo Kalmanovitz, Julia Maskivker, Gabriel Negretto,

Paulina Ochoa Espejo, Thomas Pogge, Andrea Pozas-Loyo, Alejandra Rı́os-Cázares, Andreas

Schedler, David Stevens, Rodrigo Velázquez, Daniel Viehoff, and the audiences at the Politics and

Government Workshop at CIDE and the Thomas Hobbes Workshop at ITAM, both in Mexico City.

1. An example of a noninstrumental consideration would be the injustice of depriving disfran-

chised persons of a valuable personal good, if the right to vote can be plausibly represented

as such. For an influential noninstrumental defense of democracy, see Christiano (1996).

2. To mention just a few recent efforts, see Goodin (2008), Fung and Wright (2003), and Saward

(2000).

3. It has been suggested to me that, in certain respects, the lottery might be even more democratic

than universal suffrage. Specifically, since all those selected in the sortition would have to par-

ticipate, the electorate would not be biased against groups that tend to abstain. However, this

kind of bias is not inherent to universal suffrage. A well-designed system of compulsory vot-

ing would fix it.

4. These estimates are based on a binomial probability calculation.

5. For a very diverse universe, drawing a simple random sample, as opposed to (say) stratified

sampling, is the appropriate method to maximize mirroring quality. See Stone (2008: 250).

6. For a recent discussion of the political use of lotteries, see Stone (2007, 2009).

7. As Jean Hampton (1994: 34) put it, ‘Our elected ‘‘representatives’’ don’t represent us in any

literal sense – as if we were doing the ruling ‘‘through them’’. This is nonsense. They rule and

we don’t.’

8. For a critique of the emphasis placed on candidates, see Nadia Urbinati (2006: 34).

9. For a discussion of this issue, see Russell Hardin (2006).

10. To illustrate, the candidate for the PRI (the party that ruled Mexico for more than 70 years) got

very few votes in the presidential election of 2006 because not even PRI sympathizers were

willing to support him. He was widely known to be a corrupt and deceitful politician.

11. It is true, as some have argued, that the results of certain studies of voter ignorance are mis-

leading. Who cares, for instance, if voters fail to recall the names of all the presidents in the

history of a country? See Lupia and McCubbins (1998). But this only means that possessing

irrelevant information is irrelevant. The truth remains that voters also possess very limited

information of the relevant kind, and that is a matter of concern.

12. For a history of the right to vote in the USA, see Keyssar (2000).

13. The following draws heavily on Elster (1989: 39–53).

14. In one of the few studies on the subject, Ted Goertzel maintains that there is ‘strong support

for the hypothesis that belief in conspiracies is a generalized ideological dimension’. See

Goertzel (1994: 735).

15. On the matter of cross-voting, see Elster (2004: 122).
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