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Calls for and against “direct democracy”
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“Direct democracy is the dimension of the political system that 

allows citizens to participate directly in the taking of 

institutional political decisions by means of a free, universal 

and secret vote”

http://barcelona2018.oidp.net/en/thematicblocks

Referendum and initiative processes

1. Popular Votes
Formal devices of democratic systems that 

enable all citizens to take part in ballot votes 
to make decisions about political issues

http://barcelona2018.oidp.net/en/thematicblocks


2. Consultation of Citizens
Formal devices of democratic systems that 

enable a sub-part of assembled citizens to give 
inputs in decision-making processes on issues

A. el-Wakil, IODP Conference

Open assemblies, mini-publics



3. Governing Open Assembly
Political systems in which all citizens can

assemble to design and make political 
decisions themselves

IODP Conference

Ancient Athens

Landsgemeinde, town hall meeting,
communal assembly, participatory budgeting
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4. Implementation of Popular Opinion
Political systems in which empowered 

actors implement popular opinion

(Opinion polls, recall, 
imperative mandate, primaries, …)



Source: PhD manuscript, Alice el-Wakil, University of Zurich
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So what? (I)

Diversity
Of processes

Of normative assumptions

à Away from “direct democracy”;
Discuss specific processes
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“Innovative 
political 

processes”

Empowerment

Decision Input

Breadth 
of 

Inclusion

Assembly

Town hall meeting
Communal assembly

Landsgemeinde
Participatory budgeting

Popular assemblies
Mini-publics

Mass 
public

Mandatory referendum
Top-down referendum
Facultative referendum

Popular initiative

Opinion polls
Recall, 

Imperative mandate 
Primaries

+ Crowdsourcing
+ Agenda initiative

Source: PhD manuscript, Alice el-Wakil, University of Zurich



For each, variety of designs

Source: el-Wakil, Alice and Cheneval, Francis. 2018. Designing Popular Vote Processes to Enhance Democratic 
Systems. Swiss Political Science Review 24(3): 350-351.



So what? (II)

Shift in questioning:
from “Is direct democracy good or bad?” to 

“How best to implement democracy?”
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