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Representative democracy versus delegate democracy 

I won’t repeat all the classic socialist and anarchist critiques of capitalism and the state; they are 

already widely known, or at least widely accessible. But in order to cut through some of the 

confusions of traditional political rhetoric, it may be helpful to summarize the basic types of social 

organization. For the sake of clarity, I will start out by examining the “political” and “economic” 

aspects separately, though they are obviously interlinked. It is as futile to try to equalize people’s 

economic conditions through a state bureaucracy as it is to try to democratize society while the 

power of money enables the wealthy few to control the institutions that determine people’s 

awareness of social realities. Since the system functions as a whole it can be fundamentally changed 

only as a whole. 

To begin with the political aspect, roughly speaking we can distinguish five degrees of 

“government”: 

(1) Unrestricted freedom 

(2) Direct democracy 

____ a) consensus 

____ b) majority rule 

(3) Delegate democracy 

(4) Representative democracy 

(5) Overt minority dictatorship 

The present society oscillates between (4) and (5), i.e. between overt minority rule and covert 

minority rule camouflaged by a façade of token democracy. A liberated society would eliminate (4) 

and (5) and would progressively reduce the need for (2) and (3). 

I’ll discuss the two types of (2) later on. But the crucial distinction is between (3) and (4). 

In representative democracy people abdicate their power to elected officials. The candidates’ stated 

policies are limited to a few vague generalities, and once they are elected there is little control over 

their actual decisions on hundreds of issues — apart from the feeble threat of changing one’s vote, a 

few years later, to some equally uncontrollable rival politician. Representatives are dependent on 

the wealthy for bribes and campaign contributions; they are subordinate to the owners of the mass 

media, who decide which issues get the publicity; and they are almost as ignorant and powerless as 

the general public regarding many important matters that are determined by unelected bureaucrats 

and independent secret agencies. Overt dictators may sometimes be overthrown, but the real rulers 

in “democratic” regimes, the tiny minority who own or control virtually everything, are never voted 

in and never voted out. Most people don’t even know who they are. 



In delegate democracy, delegates are elected for specific purposes with very specific limitations. 

They may be strictly mandated (ordered to vote in a certain way on a certain issue) or the mandate 

may be left open (delegates being free to vote as they think best) with the people who have elected 

them reserving the right to confirm or reject any decision thus taken. Delegates are generally elected 

for very short periods and are subject to recall at any time. 

In the context of radical struggles, delegate assemblies have usually been termed “councils.” The 

council form was invented by striking workers during the 1905 Russian revolution (soviet is the 

Russian word for council). When soviets reappeared in 1917, they were successively supported, 

manipulated, dominated and coopted by the Bolsheviks, who soon succeeded in transforming them 

into parodies of themselves: rubber stamps of the “Soviet State” (the last surviving independent 

soviet, that of the Kronstadt sailors, was crushed in 1921). Councils have nevertheless continued to 

reappear spontaneously at the most radical moments in subsequent history, in Germany, Italy, Spain, 

Hungary and elsewhere, because they represent the obvious solution to the need for a practical form 

of nonhierarchical popular self-organization. And they continue to be opposed by all hierarchical 

organizations, because they threaten the rule of specialized elites by pointing to the possibility of a 

society of generalized self-management: not self-management of a few details of the present setup, 

but self-management extended to all regions of the globe and all aspects of life. 

But as noted above, the question of democratic forms cannot be separated from their economic 

context. 

 


