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Direct Democracy in Modern Democratic Evolution

Theo Schiller

Direct democracy has been an important feature in the development of modern democracies 
over the last 200 years.  In this article, some basic information will be provided about 
the variety of historical-political backgrounds as well as the different functions direct 
democracy has served under various circumstances.  The ýrst part will give a short 
overview of deýnitions, and consider the main arguments for direct democracy in the light 
of the general principles of democracy.  In the second part, historical information will 
be provided on the major types of historical-political situations in which various forms 
and functions of direct democracy emerged.  The third part will present some general 
considerations about direct democracy as a political process, and sketch some major 
criteria for the rules of procedures of direct democracy. 

1. Deþnitions and Principles

1.1   General Deþnitions

The shortest available deýnition of democracy is sufýcient here: according to Abraham 
Lincoln ñdemocracyò is government of the people, by the people, for the people; in other 
words, political self-government.  Direct democracy means the right of all citizens to 
directly vote on political subjects.

1.2   Five Principles of Democracy

1. Basic human freedoms and rights.
2. Political equality/equal political participation.
3. Open power structure.
4. Rationality (transparency, efþciency).
5. Effectivity. 

Of these principles, political equality is the most ñdemocraticò one; it means that each 
citizen is the source of all legitimacy and has the right to participate in decision-making.

1.3  Institutions

As any political system, democracy needs institutions and structures to act effectively 
in the political interest of all people.  These can be institutions of direct democracy and 
of representative and responsible government.  Quite often, absolute models of direct 
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democracy and of representative democracy are polarised against each other.  However, 
institutions can only be judged according to their relative capacity (relative value) to 
realize the intended principles. Some tensions between the various principles are likely 
when it comes to the choice of institutions. 

The most debated tension is that between political equality (equality of participation) and 
rationality/efýciency plus effectivity.  This tension may be explicated as follows:

a) Representative government needs the equal right to vote for representatives as 
a democratic minimum. But beyond that, the principle of equality in political 
participation is not being met. Representation can only be justiýed as democratic 
for reasons of efýciency and effectivity of decision-making processes (time, 
costs, information processing etc.). Indeed, representative institutions imply 
relevant risks, particularly that of the elitist closing of the power structure, that 
of interest selectivity, and that of impairing the opportunities for popular political 
participation. 

b) Direct democracy as an institution (deýned as initiative and referendum) gives 
all citizens the right to decisive voting on political issues and therefore comes 
as close as possible to the principle of political equality. However, the numbers 
of citizens engaged, issues of territorial extensions and resulting problems of 
communication will lead to efýciency deýcits in direct democracy. General political 
communication and deliberation on issues may not reach the intensity they may 
reach in small organisations or meetings. However, in the citizensô arena of direct 
democracy, a large number of citizens can obtain a high level of information and 
reþect on important arguments, which usually does not happen through democratic 
representative bodies.

 
As a result, no absolute justiýcation of representative of direct-democratic institutions is 
possible.  An institutional mix will do much better.  Elected representative institutions will 
provide the basis of efýcient and effective government.  Direct democracy, however, can 
serve important functions: it realizes the principle of equal political participation as well as 
actualises the peopleôs claim to be the ýnal source of legitimation for political decisions.  
As a supplement to elections, it can provide much broader and more intensive opportunities 
for participation focused on issues, a framework for the articulation of citizensô political 
preferences, and an invitation to citizens to play an active and decisive part in the decision-
making on all matters that concern them.  Direct-democratic institutions provide an 
important instrument for controlling political power and securing an open political power 
structure.  They safeguard the rules of a democratic constitution.  As a reserve power 
of democracy, direct democracy serves as a dynamic basis of democracy/democratic 
participation for all institutions and functions. 
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