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PEOPLE'S REPRESENTATIVE BY LOT SPECIAL ISSUE 

Representative of the People 
by Lot 
Can random procedures improve government behavior? 

Bruno S. Frey 

Democratic policy should take diverse views into consideration. This goal can be achieved by taking 

a random choice of persons out of a suitable basic population. Random procedures, or sortition, prevent 

the illegitimate influence of powerful persons and organizations. Such systems can productively 

be used in many areas of politics. Concrete proposals for the selection of members of parliament, 

the executive, international organizations, and courts are discussed. 

Decision Procedures in Politics 

Democracy is commonly considered that kind of political re

gime in which citizens may determine via elections which par

ties and persons should represent them in parliament. This also 

indirectly determines the composition of government. In 

semi-direct democracies - such as Switzerland - citizens may 

moreover decide about particular policies in popular referen

dums. In authoritarian regimes a particular group or singular 

person imposes what is considered appropriate for society as a 

whole - while their own personal, often financial interests fre

quently play an important role. The opportunistic behavior of 

the ruling class is often hidden behind nice sounding names. 

Thus, Napoleon called himself the 'Emperor of the French'. Oth

er dictators do not even need to have such titles as they are en

trenched in a most powerful position. An example is Stalin who 

simply called himself 'Secretary of the Communist Party of the 

Soviet Union'. 

Random procedures played an important role 

in classical Athens as well as in many North 

Italian city-states. 

In addition to democratic and authoritarian regimes there exist 

additional socio-political decision-making systems. This con-

known under which conditions the price system and popu

lar referendums, respectively, do not work in a satisfactory 

way (these are the so-called 'market failures' and 'political 

failures'). 

The procedures of 'exit' and 'voice' delineate the basic possi

bilities available to individuals and groups when govern

ment performance is lacking.3 When a government takes 

bad decisions, people can emigrate (exit) or protest (voice). 

Aleotoric procedures - named after the Latin word 'alea' (for 

dice) containing random elements are rarely used in pres

ent-day politics. Aleatoric decisions, also called rondom 

choice or sortition, have many desirable characteristics. As is 

the case with all other social decision-making mechanisms, 

it also has some negative aspects. Both advantages and dis

advantages must be compared to those of other social deci

sion-making procedures. 

The second section of this contribution lists the most important 

advantages and disadvantages of social decision-making sys

tems. The third section discusses possible applications of ran

dom procedures in politics. The last section provides conclud

ing consideration about aleatoric procedures in politics. 

Characteristics of Random Procedures 

tribution is devoted to a procedure largely forgotten in recent The term 'random' is here used in terms of a statistical probabil-

times but which played an important role in classical Athens ity. lt has nothing to do with arbitrariness but is based on math-

and in many medieval cities, particularly in the North ltalian ematical logic. A random decision is constructed to push back 

city-states.' undesired human influence. 

Political decisions can be taken in many different ways:2 

The dual conception builds on the opposition between the Advantages of random procedures 

decentralized market and the centralized political plan. Aleatoric procedures have important odvantages over other de-

There is also a duality between the market and voting. The cision-making systems:' 

market is taken to be the 'economic' and voting the 'politi- Random decisions allow us to exactly represent the under-

cal' mechanism to reach social decisions. Today it is weil lying basic population. In an urn containing balls repre-

zfo- special issue 2020 »Leadership by Lot« 19 








