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Issue Statement:

Whether modern democratic systems can preserve genuine popular sovereignty when governance
is mediated through representatives, or whether the very act of delegation inevitably distances political
power from the people.

Theoretical context:

Democracy and representation, as two different ideals, have had rising tension in all political
thought throughout the historical ages. Back in the day, Aristotle had defined democracy as the rule of the
free people (Aristotle 30). Rousseau, on the other hand, arguably said that sovereignty can’t be
represented. Solely because “general will’ is either expressed by the people directly or not expressed at all
(Rousseau 78). Contrastingly, Burke countered with the help of a trustee model, which illustrates that
representatives owe their judgment, and not any form of blind obedience to constituents. Ultimately,
Pitkin in the 20th century further established these debates by highlighting institutional arrangements and
responsiveness that demand government actions are attributed successfully and substantively to the
people (Pitkin 233).

Therefore, over time, it has become apparent that practitioners and theorists of democratic theory
have time and again disagreed. Some viewed representation as a betrayal of democracy. While others
deemed it necessary for it to adapt to scale and complexity. Hence, the overall question is whether
representation can ever be truly democratic. If not, does it eventually separate the rulers from the ruled?
Argument Section
Position:

Yes, the people are worthy and likely to be represented democratically. However, it is only likely
under certain institutional arrangements that ensure accountability, responsiveness, as well as genuine

willingness to engage in channels that allow participation. Representation is not inherently undemocratic.



In fact, it is, in broad terms, a practical mechanism that, if formulated and executed carefully, can preserve
popular sovereignty in large, complex societies.
Supporting Evidence:

1. Historical Necessity of Representation
David Stasavage has illustrated in his various works that throughout history, large polities had previously
adopted representative institutions as an adaptation to problems of scale and information. For instance,
early democracies such as the Huron or Germanic assemblies allowed the successful pavement for direct
participation. However, as populations grew in size, representative formations came about to preserve
consent while managing scale (Stasavage 102). Therefore, the formation and emergence of representation
evolved as a functional extension of democracy, and not as a form of betrayal.

2. The Responsiveness Criterion
Pitkin argues that representation is democratic only when government actions are intended to influence
the people (Pitkin 233). This essentially means that institutes must dictate responsiveness and hinder
systematic frustration of popular will. This framework reconciles the problem raised by Rousseau. He
quoted that, “while the general will not literally be represented, mechanisms such as elections,
deliberation, and recall can approximate responsiveness and make representation substantively
democratic.”

3. Balancing Judgement and Obedience
Burke’s trustee model highlights that democratic representation does not refer to blind obedience.
Legislators owe their constituents judgment, practiced in light of the common good (Burke 69). While this
seems to distance representatives from direct will, it guards against the volatility cautioned by
Machiavelli, where the people are easily swayed by appearances of gain or demagogues. A system where
representatives deliberate with independence, yet stay accountable through elections, and balance wisdom

with responsiveness.



Addressing Opposing Views
Rousseau’s Rejection:

Rousseau declared that sovereignty “does not admit of representation”. He says that deputies are
at best stewards, not representatives, as well as that the English are “free only during elections” (Rousseau
79). Similarly, anarchists like Bakunin and Proudhon argued that representation isolates rulers from the
masses, essentially turning suffrage into an “illusion” and parliament into a site of ignorance and
detachment (Bakunin 109; Proudhon 110).

Response:

While Rousseau’s critique is powerful, it assumes that direct participation is always possible. In
modern states of millions, pure direct democracy is infeasible. The challenge, then, is not to reject
representation, but to democratise it through institutional design. A design that includes deliberative
forums, proportional systems, participatory budgeting, and mechanisms of recall that can reduce the
distance between representatives and the people. In this sense, representation can be continuously
re-democratized rather than dismissed.

Practical Reasoning

Democracies of the present illustrate that representation can be democratized. There is no denying
that modern democracy and representation in itself are still imperfect. However, it has been apparent in
recent times and in the past that regular elections, party competition, as well as civil society activism,
have been known to be ways in which citizens can hold representatives accountable. Despite that, failures
of responsiveness, as seen in Bakunin’s and Proudhon’s critiques, are not forms of representation that are
inevitable. Rather, they are failures of design and practice itself. Representation is democratic when
institutions ensure genuine responsiveness, not mere formal delegation.

Conclusion

The people can be represented democratically only if representation is seen as a structured
process that channels democracy, and not as a substitute for the people’s will. Rousseau rightly points out

and warns against alienating sovereignty, and anarchists, which notes the dangers of detachment.



However, despite that, Pitkin’s responsiveness model, along with historical evidence from Stasavage,
illustrates that representation has been the workable solution to democracy’s problems of scale. Hence,
finally, democratic legitimacy demands constant vigilance and reform to make sure that representatives
remain accountable and responsive. Representation is not democracy’s betrayal but rather the practical

form in modern states.
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