What Is Democratic Theory?

Rikki Dean, Jean-Paul Gagnon, and Hans Asenbaum

What is democratic theory? The question is surprisingly infrequently
posed. Indeed, the last time this precise question appears in the academic
archive was exactly forty years ago,' in James Alfred Pennock’s (1979) book
Democratic Political Theory.? This is an odd discursive silence not observable
in other closely aligned fields of thought such as political theory,* po-
litical science,* social theory,® philosophy,® economic theory,” and public
policy/administration® — each of which have asked the “what is” question
of themselves on regular occasion. The premise of this special issue is,
therefore, to pose the question anew and break this forty-year silence.

Answering this question turns out to be rather more difficult than
posing it. Pennock (1979: xvii) does not answer the question himself; he
leaves that labor to posterity, only stating that “the phrase [democratic
theory] is often used as though it stood for a clearly demarcated and
agreed upon body of doctrine; but that is far from the case. Even the
question of what topics it should include is the subject of wide disagree-
ment.” Perhaps the only thing democratic theorists could agree about
democratic theory is that it is diverse, even inchoate in nature. Robert
Dahl (1956: 1), for example, famously argued that “there is no democratic
theory — there are only democratic theories.” There are, too, a litany of
rival claims, now mostly historical, to the heart of democracy, and more
than twenty-two hundred adjectival descriptors of democracy have so far
been documented (Gagnon 2018). In addition, many contemporary demo-
cratic theorists share a pluralist ethic concerned with avoiding an auto-
cratic closure around what constitutes democratic theory (see, e.g., Bader
1995; Blokland 2011; Erman 2009; Held 2006; Marti 2017; Moscrop and
Warren 2016; Paxton, this issue). Nevertheless, simply recognizing and
embracing this diversity only gets us so far.

In this editorial we draw on the contributions to this special issue
as well as the broader literature to explore the diversity of democratic
theory across five planes: (1) what, (2) where, (3) who, (4) when, and (5)
why. The diversity of democratic theory and, therefore, the difficulty of
defining it is undoubtedly linked to the slipperiness of democracy as an
object of study if only because democracy has a multitude of linguistic,
geographical, and historical referents. There is no agreement even about
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whether it is a set of institutions or an ethical ideal. Therefore, asking
the what, where, who, when, and why questions of democracy — and how
they have been approached by democratic theorists — allows us to cast
further illumination onto a dynamic field of thought, onto the question
of “what”, more exactly, “is democratic theory?”

The What, Where, Who, When, and Why of Democracy
What?

Describing what democracy is constitutes a key — but not the only - task
for democratic theory (Dahl 1956; Deligiaouri and Suiter, this issue; Ewert
and Repetti, this issue). This “what?” question in turn stipulates what it is
that democratic theory should theorize. Mainstream political science, for
example, gives the impression that democratic theory is settled on the
question of what democracy is: the core practice of democracy is com-
petitive elections. Democracy is about the competitive selection of elites,
and thus much democratic theory is oriented toward theorizing how
this process operates (e.g. Downs 1957; Schumpeter 1976), as well as the
related concepts that form the bases of its legitimacy, such as account-
ability, representation, and legitimate coercion (e.g., respectively, Warren
2014; Mansbridge 2003, 2014). However, debates about what constitutes
democratic practice lie at the heart of much contemporary democratic
theory, which suggests that the mainstream political science account has
missed the mark (it is precise in its claim about electoral democracy but
not democracy’s many other variants).

These debates are evident in the variety of models of democracy
(Held 2006), usually distinguished by an adjectival descriptor focused on
a specific kind of practice: representative democracy, participatory de-
mocracy, deliberative democracy, agonist democracy, and so on. Bernard
Manin (1997) has, for example, demonstrated that the seemingly fixed
association between democracy and elections is actually a historical odd-
ity. For most of the last three thousand years elections were associated
with oligarchy and democracy with sortition. One of the most productive
veins in current democratic theory is in reimagining the role of this an-
cient practice in contemporary democratic institutions (see Smith 2009:
ch. 3). Sortition has, for example, been particularly embraced by deliber-
ative democrats, who, as the name suggests, are focused on deliberation
rather than voting as the core practice on which democratic legitimacy
is based (Dryzek 2000). The result has been a range of new democratic in-
struments, often called deliberative mini-publics, which use sortition to
try to integrate ideal deliberative moments into democratic institutions.
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There are also democratic theorists who are altogether skeptical of
the institutional focus of democratic theory. The field, it is claimed, is
too focused on institution building and should instead pay greater at-
tention to informal practices of resistance (Wagenaar 2014) and fugitive
democratic moments (Schlosser, Aslam, and Mclvor, this issue), when
people recognize themselves as collective political actors. This view has
been particularly prominent in agonist democratic theory, which has
largely been skeptical of making any institutional prescriptions (Norval
2014), though this is beginning to change (Dean 2018; Lowndes and Pax-
ton 2018). In their contribution to this issue, Schlosser, Aslam, and Mc-
Ivor, for example, argue that we should adopt Sheldon Wolin’s idea of
fugitive democracy to creatively guide both theoretical and institutional
experimentation.

The different answers to the “what?” question of democracy have ob-
vious implications for what constitutes democratic theory. Each posits a
different object for this dynamic field of inquiry. They entail theorizing
democracy in different locations and focusing on different actors.

Where?

Where should democratic theorists look for democracy? Much demo-
cratic theory either implicitly or explicitly takes the politics of the
nation-state as its primary object. Yet neither the scale nor domain of
democracy should be regarded as settled. On the question of scale, global-
ization and climate change have increasingly forced democratic theorists
to face questions of what a transnational or global democracy should look
like (Archibugi, Koenig-Archibugi, and Marchetti 2011; Dryzek et al. 2019;
Falk and Strauss 2001; Held 2012). Whereas from the opposite end, partici-
patory democracy has always advocated the principle of subsidiarity, that
democracy must begin at the lowest appropriate level (Pateman 1970).
Feminist theory and parenting scholars have even demonstrated that the
family should be a concern for democratic theorists (see, e.g., Pateman,
this issue). Nevertheless, while democratic theory has been applied to a
range of different scales, there have been relatively few attempts to fully
theorize democracy as a multilevel object (Dean, Rinne, and Geissel, this
issue).

Democratic theory also needs to more fully embrace domains be-
yond legislative politics. Whilst parliaments, political parties, and elec-
tions are an important object for democratic theory, they are not the only
object, nor is it certain that they should be the main object. There are
those who have argued that in advanced democracies it is public admin-
istration rather than politics that is at the vanguard of democratization
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(Boswell 2016; Dean 2017; Warren 2009). In addition, there are increasing
attempts to democratize the provision of community and public services,
as documented by scholars of coproduction (Durose and Richardson 2016;
Nabatchi, Sancino, and Sicilia 2017). In her conversation with Graham
Smith in this issue, Carole Pateman makes the argument that “employ-
ment is a vast undemocratic area of life in democracies” (p.111), thus the
economy and the workplace should receive much more attention from
democratic theorists than it currently does. Democratic theory can and
should stretch beyond legislative politics to encompass other sites of so-
cial relations, from family and the workplace to public administration
and social media discussions. Dean, Rinne, and Geissel’s contribution to
this issue suggests that the insight from deliberative and democratic sys-
tems approaches that democracy takes place in a wide range of “arenas”
holds promise for this endeavor.

Who?

The question of who forms the demos has long been and remains a live
issue in democratic theory. Much of the history of democracy is concerned
with expanding demoi — “showing that the sky would not collapse if
women, slaves and the poor were treated as the political and social equals
of their former masters” (Keane, this issue, p.96). The adoption of the all-
affected principle by many democratic theorists continues this process by
forcing reflection on how political institutions may not be aligned with
the relevant demos (Owen 2012) as well as how democracies must pay
more attention to the interests of future generations. In this sense, vi-
talist accounts of democracy describe all human and non-human bodies
and even inanimate objects as part of a vibrant ecology. These approaches
challenge the object/subject division and therewith question a core as-
sumption common to established democratic theories (Bennett 2010). The
question is not, however, only about who constitutes the demos but also
how it is constituted — whether democracy is a system for representing
the fixed interests and values of preformed publics or for bringing publics
into being to solve collective problems, as John Dewey (1926) argued.
Once the demos is settled, even if that is but for the duration of time
it takes to resolve a problem, there remains the question of which ac-
tors take up which democratic labors. This constitutes a hot front in
democratic theory and empirical political science. Deliberative and par-
ticipatory democrats argue that giving citizens more opportunities to
participate is both normatively desirable and instrumentally beneficial.
It realizes political equality and autonomy, improves citizens’ democratic
capacities, and presently appears to be the only way out of the democratic
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malaise that is undermining liberal, representative states (e.g., Mayne
and Geissel 2016; Neblo 2015; Pateman 1970). Whereas elite democrats
argue that citizens neither want nor are capable of exercising such op-
portunities (e.g., Achen and Bartels 2017; Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002)
and that democratic labors should be left to stable political parties and
professional civil servants.

In his contribution to this volume, John Keane also makes the argu-
ment that democratic theory has been too narrow in its focus on who
practices democracy, both historically and contemporaneously. Demo-
cratic theory has a tendency to reify a historically contingent, Anglo-
centric model of democracy. In addition, it neglects the extent to which
supposedly universal democratic ideals were articulated in societies char-
acterized by exclusion and oppression and can still function as weapons
of domination (Schlosser, Aslam, and Mclvor, this issue). Postcolonial and
comparative democratic theory are gradually challenging this dominance
but are significantly hampered by both the political economy of the Acad-
emy and that the English language is, without justification, democratic
theory’s hegemonic mode of expression.

When?

Democracy is an ancient idea; therefore, much democratic theory is a
form of intellectual history with a strong connection to the past. John
Keane sets out a case for the importance of the historical imagination in
democratic theory in this issue. He argues for the importance of knowing
democracy’s past — the paths it has trodden, the wrong turns and dead
-ends - for interpreting the present and future. We already mentioned
above how the rediscovery of sortition as a democratic practice is chal-
lenging the idea of the vote as the total democratic institution, an errone-
ous condition that Pierre Rosanvallon (2008) once called out.

Keane also stresses the importance of recognizing that democracy is
rooted in time - that it is a historically contingent phenomenon rather
than a transcendental abstract essence. Whilst Keane directs this cri-
tique at the triumphal teleology of the post-Communist period, when
the liberal democratic future was supposedly historically assured, much
current democratic scholarship seriously engages with this historical
contingency of present democracies (see, e.g., Yves Schemeil’s (2000) ar-
ticulation of “democracy before democracy”). The democratization field
has for a long time been concerned with how democracy takes root in
previously nondemocratic regimes and the conditions under which it can
blossom. Current events in a number of established democracies means
this democratization scholarship has now been joined by a new and
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more pessimistic concern with how democracies fail (e.g., Bermeo 2016;
Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018; Runciman 2018). The lifecycle of present-day
democracy is thus a vibrant domain of democratic theory.

The future, however, appears to be more of a niche concern within
democratic theory, and there is little explanation for why this seems the
case. For some, like Jacques Derrida and Fred Dallmayr, democracy is the
future. Democracy is never in the present but is always “to come” — a ho-
rizon to be perpetually struggled toward (see Dallmayr 2017). While the
field of democratic innovation has been quite successful in proposing new
institutional forms for democratic decision making, democratic theory has
said surprisingly little about how democracy should adjust to the great
challenges facing humanity in the future. Increasingly representative
democracy, for example, flourished during a Holocentric period of fos-
sil-fuel-based economic expansion (Dryzek and Pickering 2019); green de-
mocracy, which challenges this link, remains on the margins of the field.
Moreover, as James Wong (2016) has highlighted, the relationship between
democracy and environmental sustainability is dilemmatic at heart. Simi-
larly, democratic theory has been slow to respond to the digital transforma-
tion of society (Asenbaum 2019), so that, for instance, democratic theorists
have provided little vision for what a democratic “smart city” would look
like. The task has been left to technologists and innovative city administra-
tions such as Barcelona’s and Toronto’s. Democratic theory thus currently
lacks a broad mobilizing narrative for the future, something akin to the
demand for universal suffrage for the twenty-first century.

Why?

“Why democracy?” is arguably the preeminent question in democratic
theory. It is where the field most resembles normative political theory
and is likely for most scholars the first association invoked by the term
“democratic theory.” Purely normative approaches to justifying democ-
racy argue that it is entailed by fundamental principles such as auton-
omy, equality and freedom. Democratic institutions are therefore derived
from these foundational principles as the only legitimate instantiation
of government (e.g., Held 2006: ch. 10). However, others take a more in-
strumental approach to justification. Dahl (2000: 45) answers the “why
democracy?” question with ten “desirable consequences” of democratic
governance: (1) avoiding tyranny, (2) essential rights, (3) general freedoms,
(4) self-determination, (5) moral autonomy, (6) human development, (7)
protecting essential personal interests, (8) political equality, (9) peace
seeking, and (10) prosperity.
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A recent development in this regard are epistemic defenses of democ-
racy. Reversing the critique of democracy from time-immemorial that its
decisions are short-sighted and ill-informed, epistemic democrats have
argued that democracy is valuable because it produces better and more
just decisions (e.g., Estlund 2008; Landemore 2017). Whether normative
or instrumental reasons provide sufficient justification for democracy
(Anderson 2008) or whether it is even possible to develop procedure-inde-
pendent justifications for democracy (Peter 2008) remain live questions.
As such, the “why democracy” question continues to be an important
focus among many democratic theorists.

What, Then, Is Democratic Theory?

Our discussion of the what, where, who, when, and why of democracy
has a number of implications for the question of “What is democratic
theory?” One obvious insight is that democratic theory is a field charac-
terized by its multidisciplinarity. It is not simply “a subfield of political
theory,” as suggested by Laurence (2017: 1) and, of course, by Pennock’s
title of Democratic Political Theory. Democratic theory cuts across Warren’s
(1989) distinction between political theory and political philosophy - the
former concerned with explanatory theories, the latter oriented to ques-
tions of ontology, epistemology, and normativity. Democratic theory en-
compasses all of these aspects.

Neither can democratic theory be reduced to a “new field of politi-
cal science” (Dahl 1956: xi; Mansbridge 2014). Our discussion highlighted
how democratic theories are also produced in the policy sciences as well
as in relation to workplace management and the family — essentially any
place that agents, both human and non-human, relate to one another.

It was noted how democratic theory is also the subject of history.
There are many more fields that could be added; for example, archae-
ologists contribute to democracy’s historiography by teasing out the
social and political structures of, say, lost republics such as Tlaxcallan
(Fargher et al. 2011), and anthropological ethnography of communities
draw attention to different forms of collective decision making such as
campfire democracy (Glassman 2017). Much of the strength of the field
comes from this multidisciplinarity and its ability to connect across disci-
plines — whether that is through normative theory and empirical political
science (Fleuss and Schaal, this issue) or political theory and public pol-
icy (Paxton, this issue). However, we wager that democratic theory’s fu-
ture is likely to depend on how well it can connect to the environmental
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sciences (e.g., through the further rapprochement of democratic theories
and nonhumans) as well as science and technology studies.

The discussion also made apparent the diversity of what democratic
theory does. It documents the ideals, actors, and institutions of democ-
racies past and present. It produces explanatory theories about how
these democracies came into being or why they disappeared. It elabo-
rates ethical ideals of how people can act collectively as well as artic-
ulates the practices by which such ideals can be realized. It develops
proposals for new forms of institutions. It provides guiding visions of
the future. This is, indeed, a subject taken up in more detail by Michael
Saward’s and Dannica Fleuss and Gary Shaal’s articles in this special
issue. We are sympathetic to their pragmatist orientation to democratic
theory; however, we think that what democratic theory does is broader
than simply providing normatively informed “institutional devices as a
means for solving coordination problems” (Fleuss and Schaal: p14).

Take, for instance, the “model wars” that have characterized much
democratic theory - a kind of ideological struggle to define a best form of
democracy situated around a particular form of practice (as critiqued by
Warren 2017; Saward, this volume). The struggle is evident in battles over
representative democracy vs. direct democracy, participatory democracy
vs. elite democracy, and agonist democracy vs. deliberative democracy.
While it is welcome that democratic theory is going beyond these model
wars to theorize through multiple lenses and adopt system-, design-,
and problem-oriented thinking (see respectively: Dean, Rinne and Geis-
sel, this issue; Saward, this issue; Warren 2017), there is still value in the
struggle between theories, as it clarifies the different ideals invoked by
the different theories and their connection to different forms of practice.
The “model wars” also push the boundaries of what counts as democratic.
There are, too, attempts to reconcile the struggle between models, as can
be seen, for instance, not only in the combination of deliberative and
agonistic perspectives (cf. Khan 2013; Knops 2007) but also in the Irish Cit-
izens’ Assembly, which combined elements of representative and direct
democracy through a deliberative procedure (Farrell, Suiter, and Harris
2019).

Perhaps the only - but still necessarily imperfect - metaphor that may
work for democratic theory given our earlier recognitions is a more over-
lapping and fuzzy version of Dahl’s vineyard. Picture hillsides covered in
rows of vines: fruits of countless varieties are being tended by people with
different knowledges, approaches, and methods. Some people know each
other, others do not, and some are rather famous for the good wine they
make or have made (or are famous for commenting on the wine made by
others!). There are camps, rivalries, alliances, and cross-pollination in the
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pursuit of making a new fruit to satisfy changing tastes, needs, and con-
ditions. Some rows of vines are not so easily distinguishable from others,
and some fruits, strange as they are, lead to debate as to whether they
should be in the vineyard in the first place and whether any wine could (or
should) possibly be made from their cultivation. And why are these many
people here, laboring alongside each other or doing so indifferently to one
another, caring for these many varieties of fruits and (sometimes) making
wine from them? Well, the answers are seemingly endless. What we do
know is that some people in the vineyard share a set of common con-
cerns for this thing we have, over centuries, come to term “democracy”:
for some, democracy is the equalizer; for others it is the justice maker, the
rules keeper, the rights protector, the quality of life raiser, the peacemaker,
the redistributor, the responsive one, or all of these ideal virtues or none of
them, and it is therefore for something else altogether. But this vineyard -
large, complex, surprising, nebulous, and sometimes contradictory as it
is — exists (again for some, not all) for two small reasons: to counter tyr-
anny and find healing correctives to violence (the latter includes a strong
focus on inequality that certain theorists consider to be a form of violence;
see Giroux 2013: 227). It makes sense that people would find their own
ways to oppose these un- and anti-democratic forces in whatever circum-
stances they are or were found across time and space and language, and
it also makes sense that a variety of democratic designs for solving prob-
lems would emerge to contest potential autocratic solutions. But that prag-
matic, rather functionalist, and necessarily partial observation (for there
are simply too many fruits and laborers for us to know) skirts another
reason that some people in the vineyard certainly share: they are working
and will not stop doing so for the love of democracy (or one or more of its
synonyms) for reasons of sheer intellectual curiosity and the immense joy
one receives when learning about their chosen subject. Some in the vine-
yard are not problem bound, and although they are driven by other duties
and desires, this still does not discount the fact that their wine, should
they decide to make some, can also be traded and used as libations here or
there to help soothe the democratic troubles of our world.

The field of democratic theory is, then, a vibrant community of think-
ers and ideas — both dead and alive, old and new, known and forgotten,
mainstream and marginal, accepted and contested. It is a multitemporal
and multispatial community of overlapping and contradictory concerns
that breathes life into countless democratic practices; offers opposition
to antidemocracy wheresoever it is to be found; seeks the nonviolent res-
olution of problems; longs for open, recurring, challengeable, decision
making; dreams about life that’s somehow better for us all (including
nonhumans); and so much, much more.
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Despite the existing diversity in democratic theory, there remains con-
siderable scope for further methodological innovation. Saward, for exam-
ple, provides some guidance in his article in this issue, proposing that a
core of democratic theory (as he has observed in the archive) is surrounded
by four concentric circles, each increasingly radical in its implication for
how democratic theory is conducted. The first two circles chime with much
of what we have already expressed and suggest an integration with a range
of cognate academic fields. In the third circle Saward advocates for non-
academic forms of writing and speech, such as political biographies and
fiction. The fourth circle asks us to consider the importance of nonwritten
artworks — such as performance, painting, and sculpture — and their ca-
pacity to induce reflection on democratic concepts and issues. This is one
area in which established democracies could learn from practices in the
Global South, where participatory theater, for instance, is an established
technique for helping communities think through how to better live to-
gether (e.g., Sloman 2012). We would add that new digital technologies
also provide opportunities for prototyping democratic theories in online
worlds. There is also an opportunity to democratize democratic theory. Ac-
ademic democratic theory has, as yet, failed to open itself up in ways that
have become common in the policy sciences and development studies,
where participatory research methods have become relatively common
and scholars have increasingly coproduced knowledge with other stake-
holders. Democratic theorists, in contrast, have been strangely reticent to
engage the demos in theorizing about democracy. The next frontier for
democratic theory may thusly be its coproduction.
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B NOTES

1. We ran the phrase “what is democratic theory” through: (1) Microsoft Ac-
ademic, (2) Google Scholar, (3) Google Books, (4) Jstor, (5) Academic Search
Ultimate, (6) Web of Science Core Collection, (7) Scopus, (8) Directory of Open
Access Journals (DOAJ). Results, other than Pennock (1979), were nil.

2. We recognize that our search is limited by the English language.

3. See, for example, Catlin (1957), Warren (1989), Dallmayr (2004), Tully (2002),
White and Moon (2004), Gunnell (2010), and Hoffman and Graham (2015).

4. See, for example, Goodnow (1905), Dahl (1955), Baoxu and Chu (1984), Boyer

(1990), Ollman (2010), and Rehfeld (2010).

See, for example, Willis et al. (2007), Lemert (2009), Rees (2011).

See, for example, Hildebrand (1960), Smith and Protevi (2018), Priest (2006).

See, for example, Bennet (1968), Thaler (1992), Bellofiore (1994).

See, for example, Nutting (1935), Jenkins (1993: 30), Stillman (1997), Rudder

(2008: 906), Menzel and White (2011: x), Raadschelders (2011).
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