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SESSION 5

The Design of Direct Democracy: 
Preliminary Basis for Assessing 

The Suboptimal Procedures of Citizen Lawmaking 

Andreas Gross

The Taiwan Foundation for Democracy, with permission from the author, presents this paper in lieu
of the transcript of the address Mr. Gross delivered at the Symposium. His symposium address was
based on this more complete paper, which appears on the I&R Institute Europeõs Web site.  It is a 

translation from the original German, and it was re-edited for clarity by the Foundation. 
See www.andigross.ch or www.iri-europe.org.

In the political debate about direct democracy the central question should not be whether 
to have direct democracy or not, but rather what form direct democracy should take (see, 
for example, Schiller/Gross 1995). The experiences of recent years should encourage us to 
deepen and expand this question, both qualitatively and quantitatively.
 
The way that elements of direct democracy have been handled over the past þve years in 
the federal states of Germany, in other Western European countries (especially Italy and 
Portugal), in various American states and in Switzerland, shows that how direct democracy 
is designed, how direct democratic procedures are shaped, and how these are harmonized 
with and integrated into the parliamentary decision-making processes is decisive for the 
quality ð the ôgoodnessõ ð of direct democracy. The elucidation of this ôoptimalõ design 
of direct democracy and the description of its core procedural elements are the necessary 
preconditions for identifying and evaluating other, ôsub-optimalõ, procedures. This is the 
aim of the þrst part of this report, which can then provide the basis for the þrst evaluation 
of direct democratic procedures and institutions in 32 European countries that forms the 
second part of the report.1

1. Direct Democracy as a Process of Global Comparison and Exchange 

Using international comparisons in order to gain information that can be used to improve 
direct-democratic procedures is nothing new. It can be shown that the history of direct 
democracy in Europe and in the USA since its beginnings in the states of New England in 
the 17th/18th centuries is the history of a unique trans-Atlantic and intra-European process 
of exchange and comparison.2

Modern Swiss direct democracy owes a great deal to the French Revolution, to the 
Girondist Marie Jean Condorcet in general, and to the German philosopher Friedrich 
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Albert Lange in particular.3 If one wishes to optimize the qualities of direct democratic 
procedures, one must þrst deþne them. On the one hand, we can look at the historical 
statements of those who can be considered to be the pioneers of modern direct democracy 
in Switzerland and in the United States. But in seeking to discover what added value 
direct democracy can deliver, we can also take the lead from the critique of an exclusively 
parliamentary democracy, which needs to be complemented and extended ð and thus in 
practice ôdemocratizedõ ð by elements of direct democracy. 

Lange, in his commentary on the adoption of the new constitution in the canton of Zurich 
in April 1869 ð at the time the most direct-democratic constitution in the world ð named 
the òextraordinarily deep dissatisfaction with the crass deþciencies of the representative 
systemó as the most signiþcant cause of that òconvulsion of the emotionsó which had 
òprecipitated the principle of direct democracy, like a crystal from a saturated solutionó 
(Der Landbote, Winterthur 20.4.1869; þrst þve subsequent quotes taken from Gross/
Klages 1996). 

2.  Claims and Expectations of Direct Democracy According to the Critique of 
Parliamentary Democracy

B òThe decisive control and use of political power should be transferred from the 
hands of the few on to the broad shoulders of the manyó;

B òRepublican life depends on the continuous steady balancing of opposing 
tendenciesó; 

B òThe people should acquire wider political knowledge and opinionsó; 
B òThe authorities, statesmen and representatives will try much harder to acquaint 

ordinary people with their thoughts and convictionsó; 
B òThe people will approach them with the clear and genuine expression of their 

needs and preferencesó;
B òThe moral-spiritual-intellectual life of the peopleó should be stimulated by òbeing 

deeply involved with the great issues of the common public wealó (Der Landbote, 
22.2.1868: p.273); 

B òWe are taking into our own hands the decisions which affect the destiny of our 
country; in some way or other we wish to have the þnal word on these mattersó 
(Der Gruetlianer, Bern, 15.7.1868: p.274); 

B òThe will of the people and the spirit of the times, the understanding of the common 
man and the great thoughts of the statesman should be peacefully negotiated and 
reconciledó; 

B òThe creation of popular rule in happy union with representationó (Der Landbote, 
17.12.1868: p.274). 

The spokesmen of the democratic revolution (between 1867 and 1869) that put a system 
of direct democracy in place of the former liberal rule in the canton of Zurich identiþed 
two fundamental elements of òthe heart of the democratic movementó Firstly: òIn our 
view [the heart of the movement] consists in the people being able by constitutional means 
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