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CHAPTER FOUR 

Legislative Alienation 
4.1 Naming the missing relation 
The preceding chapter traced the historical settlement through which the people came to be described as 

sovereign while the ordinary legislative decision was vested in elected officeholders. That settlement created a form 
of government far more democratic than hereditary monarchy, aristocratic privilege, or authoritarian command. 
Citizens gained equal suffrage, civil liberties, public contestation, recurring elections, and the power to remove 
rulers. Yet one relation remained comparatively undertheorized: the relation between persons subject to law and the 
final authority through which law is enacted in their name. 

The concept developed in this chapter is legislative alienation. It names the institutional separation of the 
governed from the legislative decision-right. The phrase is intended neither as a rhetorical insult nor as a synonym 
for every disappointment associated with representative government. It does not imply that elected legislatures are 
fraudulent, that representation performs no democratic function, or that citizens in constitutional democracies are 
politically equivalent to subjects of authoritarian states. It identifies one specific feature that can persist alongside 
meaningful rights, competitive elections, responsive representatives, and substantial public influence. 

The feature is simple to state. Citizens are treated as the source of legislative authority, but the legally operative 
decision-right is vested in persons whom citizens select and ordinarily cannot direct, override, or replace at the level 
of a particular legislative act. The public authorizes the office. The officeholder owns the vote for the duration of the 
mandate. Citizens may influence how that vote is used and may later participate in deciding who will hold it next. 
They do not retain the vote itself. 

Political theory has developed rich vocabularies for evaluating representation. Representatives may be 
authorized or unauthorized, accountable or unaccountable, responsive or unresponsive, descriptive or 
unrepresentative, deliberative or demagogic, corrupt or conscientious. These distinctions matter. But they evaluate 
how an independently vested authority is selected, exercised, and sanctioned. They do not necessarily ask whether 
the authority had to become independent in the first place. 

The concept of legislative alienation therefore directs attention away from the quality of the representative and 
toward the constitutional relation. It asks not only whether officeholders listen, deliberate well, advance constituent 
interests, or face electoral consequences. It asks who has standing in the legislative decision when disagreement 
persists. Who may cast the legally consequential vote? Who may withdraw delegated authority before the decision is 
complete? Who may intervene without first persuading the official who currently owns the act? 

This shift is essential because a political relation can remain alienated even when it works well by conventional 
standards. A representative can be competent, public-spirited, attentive, and popular. The representative can vote 
exactly as most constituents would have voted. The laws can be wise and beneficial. None of those facts changes the 
location of the decision-right. Good use of alienated authority is still use of alienated authority. 

Legislative alienation is not a theory of bad representatives. It is a theory of a 
separated decision-right. 

The argument of this chapter proceeds in four stages. First, it distinguishes legislative alienation from the 
broader literature on alienation as a subjective condition of powerlessness, meaninglessness, isolation, or 
estrangement. Second, it defines the institutional relation and identifies the incidents through which legislative 
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ownership can be diagnosed. Third, it distinguishes alienation from ordinary delegation and from neighboring 
problems such as apathy, weak representation, corruption, capture, and policy disagreement. Fourth, it examines the 
wider political economy produced when a small number of officeholders possess the final legislative vote and 
everyone else must compete to influence them. 

The result is not a complete theory of democracy. It is a diagnostic concept located at the center of the present 
theory. Without it, the difference between representation and self-government remains blurred. With it, the central 
institutional question becomes visible: can political labor be divided without separating citizens from the authority 
exercised in their name? 

4.2 Alienation as structure and experience 
The language of alienation carries several intellectual histories. In philosophy and social theory, alienation has 

described relations in which persons become separated from their activity, products, social world, capacities, or 
sense of self. Hegelian and Marxian traditions made alienation central to the analysis of modern social relations. 
Later sociology translated the concept into more empirically tractable dimensions. Seeman famously distinguished 
powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, isolation, and self-estrangement; political scientists then adapted 
these categories to attitudes toward political institutions and behavior (Seeman 1959; Aberbach 1969; Finifter 
1970). Contemporary critical theory has renewed the concept by treating alienation not simply as an unpleasant 
feeling but as a deficient relation of appropriation: a person's practices or social relations confront the person as 
something that is both theirs and not under their meaningful control (Jaeggi 2014). 

Legislative alienation belongs to this family of concepts, but it must be distinguished from what the 
political-alienation literature usually measures. In survey research, political alienation often refers to beliefs or 
feelings: that government is unresponsive, that political action is ineffective, that public affairs are incomprehensible, 
that political norms lack legitimacy, or that the individual is isolated from political life. Those experiences are 
important. They can affect participation, trust, protest, and support for anti-system movements. They are not the 
definition offered here. 

Legislative alienation is an objective institutional relation. It concerns where a decision-right is vested and 
whether it remains recoverable by those subject to its exercise. A citizen may feel politically efficacious while 
remaining legislatively alienated. A highly active party member, donor, organizer, journalist, or lobbyist may exercise 
considerable influence over officeholders without possessing a legislative vote. Conversely, a citizen in a 
voter-sovereign institution may feel frustrated, confused, isolated, or powerless despite retaining an equal 
decision-right. Subjective experience and institutional location can interact, but they are analytically distinct. 

This distinction prevents two errors. 
The first is to infer the existence of alienation from dissatisfaction alone. Citizens frequently lose political 

contests, dislike laws, distrust officials, or believe that their preferences are ignored. None of these experiences proves 
that the underlying authority is alienated. A member of a genuinely self-governing body may vote, lose, and remain 
fully equal in political standing. Losing a decision is not the same as being denied a decision-right. 

The second error is to infer the absence of alienation from satisfaction. A citizen may approve of the 
government, identify strongly with a party, and regard a representative as an excellent proxy for personal judgment. 
The relation remains alienated if the citizen lacks a standing path to reclaim the legislative decision. Consent to the 
arrangement may make it legitimate in some respects. Satisfaction with the outcome may make it prudent. Neither 
changes the institutional fact. 

The distinction between structural and subjective alienation also clarifies the causal possibilities. Legislative 
alienation may contribute to feelings of political powerlessness because citizens are repeatedly invited to speak 
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without possessing the final decision. It may encourage withdrawal when the expected return to attention is low. It 
may produce meaninglessness when policy processes are complex but citizens have no consequential role around 
which to organize their learning. It may foster isolation by channeling participation into episodic, mass-mediated 
campaigns rather than continuing relations of collective authority. These are hypotheses about effects, not parts of 
the definition. They must be tested rather than assumed. 

The concept is therefore narrower than political alienation and more institutionally exact. It does not ask 
whether people experience politics as alien. It asks whether legislative authority has been made institutionally 
external to them while continuing to be exercised in their name. 

People may become accustomed to an alienated relation, benefit from it, or actively 
defend it. Alienation describes the relation, not the mood with which it is 
inhabited. 

4.3 A formal definition 
Legislative alienation can now be stated more precisely: 

Legislative alienation is the institutional separation of persons subject to law from 
the final decision-right through which ordinary law is made, maintained, amended, 
or repealed in their name. The separation becomes alienation when that 
decision-right is vested in another actor who may exercise it independently for a 
protected interval while the persons represented retain only indirect influence, 
consultation, retrospective sanction, or eventual replacement. 

Five elements are contained in the definition. 
First, there is a population subject to collectively enforceable rules. The theory concerns persons whose freedom, 

obligations, opportunities, resources, and institutional environment are shaped by law. Mere exposure to another 
person's private choice is not sufficient. The relation is political because the rule claims public authority. 

Second, there is a legally or institutionally recognized decision-right. Someone has standing to determine 
whether a proposal advances through the legislative process and ultimately acquires, retains, or loses the force of law. 
The right may be distributed among chambers, committees, executives, courts, and other institutions. The present 
concept focuses on the legislative component: the authority to participate in the public decision that creates or 
changes general rules. 

Third, the operative decision-right is vested in actors other than the equal members of the governed public. 
Citizens may be the constitutional source of the office, but source and exercise have become separated. Their role is 
to authorize, influence, or sanction the persons whose votes count in the final disposition. 

Fourth, the transfer has a protected interval or domain. The officeholder's decision cannot ordinarily be 
reclaimed by an individual citizen during the term and cannot be overridden by constituents on a particular bill. 
The protection may be temporary, legally limited, and subject to future election. Alienation need not be permanent 
to be real. A decision-right can be alienated for four years, for a legislative session, or for a single process if those 
represented lack standing to recover it during the relevant act. 

Fifth, the resulting act is nevertheless attributed to the public. The law is enacted in the name of the people, 
derives legitimacy from popular authorization, and binds citizens as members of a self-governing polity. This final 
element distinguishes legislative alienation from simple foreign domination. The authority is both politically theirs 

Working Draft · August 2026​ 4 



THE DEMOCRATIC OWNERSHIP OF LAW  |  CHAPTER FOUR 

and operationally another's. The represented public is invoked as author while being institutionally absent from the 
decisive act. 

These elements make legislative alienation domain-specific rather than total. Citizens in a representative 
democracy are not without political power. They may possess extensive rights of speech, association, voting, protest, 
litigation, initiative, and public criticism. They may control constitutional moments, local institutions, party 
nominations, or occasional referendums. The claim is only that within the ordinary legislative domain, a 
decision-right attributed to them is vested elsewhere and protected from decision-level recovery. 

The concept is also compatible with constitutional constraint. To say that citizens should own legislative 
authority is not to say that the legislature should be omnipotent. Rights, due process, federalism, judicial review, 
jurisdictional boundaries, and constitutional procedures may limit what any legislative body can validly do. 
Ownership concerns who possesses authority within the permitted domain. It does not erase the domain's 
boundaries. 

Finally, legislative alienation is not identical to every institutional distance between an individual and a collective 
decision. Collective action always requires aggregation. No citizen can unilaterally determine law merely by 
possessing an equal decision-right. The individual right is a standing to participate in an authoritative collective 
procedure, not a personal veto or private jurisdiction. Alienation occurs when the member's equal standing is 
replaced by an externalized officeholder's standing, not whenever the member's preference fails to prevail. 

This formulation yields a simple diagnostic question: 
When the citizen and the representative disagree about a legislative act, whose decision has legal force? 
The answer reveals the location of operative ownership. If the representative's vote prevails because the citizen 

can only petition, protest, or wait for the next election, the decision-right is vested in the representative. If the 
citizen may cast a direct vote, reclaim a delegated vote, or otherwise enter the final tally without the representative's 
permission, the citizen retains at least part of the decision-right. 

This may be called the disagreement test. Agreement can conceal the location of authority because both 
institutional arrangements produce the same outcome when principal and agent prefer the same result. The relation 
becomes visible under divergence. Ownership is identified by whose authorized choice controls when persuasion 
fails. 

4.4 The incidents of legislative ownership 
The language of ownership is useful only if it can be translated into institutional incidents. It must not imply 

that public law is private property or that citizens may use legislative authority without regard to rights, duties, or 
the equal standing of others. Democratic ownership is a structured relation of control. Its content can be specified 
by asking what members are institutionally entitled to do. 

At least seven incidents are relevant. 
Standing is the recognized status of a member as a participant in the legislative decision. The member does not 

need special permission, wealth, expertise, party membership, or selection by another body to count as part of the 
sovereign public. 

Direct exercise is the ability to cast a consequential vote when the member chooses to do so. The vote must 
enter the authoritative tally rather than function solely as advice, polling, or expression. 

Delegation is the ability to authorize another person to exercise the member's decision-right. Delegation 
permits specialization and reduces participation burdens. It does not require the member to abandon the 
underlying standing. 
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Revocation is the ability to withdraw that authorization prospectively. Revocation prevents the delegated 
exercise from hardening into an independent entitlement of the agent. 

Override or recovery is the ability to exercise the decision-right directly on a particular question despite a 
standing delegation. Recovery is stronger than merely replacing one delegate with another. It returns the decision to 
the member for the act at issue. 

Inspection and traceability are the abilities to know how delegated authority was used and to verify that the 
final tally corresponds to authorized member decisions. Authority that cannot be observed or audited is only 
nominally recoverable. 

Rule revision is the collective ability of members to alter the procedures through which their decision-rights 
are organized. A public cannot meaningfully own an institution if an external provider, party, legislature, or 
permanent administrator possesses an unreviewable power to define the terms of participation. 

These incidents need not be exercised continuously by every person. Ownership is a status before it is a pattern 
of activity. A citizen may leave a proxy in place for years, ignore most legislation, or specialize in a narrow domain. 
The critical question is whether the institutional option remains available on equal terms. Persistent sovereignty is 
compatible with episodic participation. 

The incidents also have practical as well as formal dimensions. A formal direct vote is not meaningful if identity 
systems exclude large portions of the electorate, interfaces are inaccessible, information arrives too late, procedures 
are incomprehensible, or the cost of intervention is prohibitive. Practical sovereignty requires usable access. Yet 
imperfect access does not make the concept incoherent. It creates design obligations and empirical questions about 
whether nominal rights can be exercised. 

The incidents can be arranged as a diagnostic continuum. At one end, citizens possess only expressive voice. 
They may speak but their statements do not enter a decision. At the next level, they receive consultation or 
influence. They may affect the person who decides. Electoral authorization adds the power to select and later 
sanction a decision-holder. Recoverable delegation goes further: it permits citizens to assign political labor while 
retaining direct standing in the decision. Full democratic ownership requires not that every person decide 
everything, but that the chain from member to law remain traceable, conditional, and recoverable. 

No single incident is sufficient by itself. Direct voting without agenda access can leave citizens choosing among 
alternatives framed by others. Revocation without inspection may be unusable because citizens cannot know when 
authority has been misused. Rule revision without secure identity or auditability may allow administrators to 
manipulate outcomes. The incidents form a constitutional relationship rather than a checklist of isolated features. 

The ownership framework therefore changes how institutional reforms are evaluated. A reform can improve 
one incident without completing the relation. Advisory citizen assemblies improve information and consultation. 
Recall elections strengthen sanction. Initiatives create direct exercise on selected propositions. Public campaign 
finance may equalize influence. Each can be valuable. The question is which incidents of legislative ownership it 
actually transfers and which remain externalized. 

4.5 Influence, consultation, representation, accountability, and 
sovereignty 

The philosophy page from which this project began distinguished influence, consultation, representation, and 
sovereignty. The distinction must now be made analytically exact. 

Influence is the capacity to alter another actor's beliefs, priorities, incentives, or behavior. Influence may arise 
from argument, expertise, money, organization, status, protest, friendship, threat, publicity, or electoral importance. 
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It is relational and variable. Some citizens possess much more of it than others. Influence can be democratic, 
corrupt, coercive, educational, or benign. It does not identify the formal decision-holder. 

Consultation is an institutionalized opportunity to provide information or judgment before another actor 
decides. Hearings, comment periods, advisory polls, participatory forums, and stakeholder processes can deepen 
knowledge and inclusion. Consultation differs from informal influence because an institution affirmatively solicits 
or receives input. The consulted party still does not necessarily possess a share of the final decision-right. 

Representation is a family of relations through which persons, interests, judgments, identities, places, or claims 
are made present in political activity. Representation can involve authorization, advocacy, resemblance, 
responsiveness, symbolic embodiment, deliberation, communication, or delegated performance (Pitkin 1967; 
Mansbridge 2003; Rehfeld 2006; Saward 2010). These functions can be indispensable even in a system of 
democratic ownership. None of them by definition requires independent possession of the final legislative vote. 

Accountability concerns the obligation to explain and justify conduct and the possibility of sanction, 
correction, or removal. Elections create one form of accountability; transparency, audits, judicial review, ethics 
procedures, internal party discipline, and public criticism create others. Accountability can restrain an 
authority-holder after or in anticipation of action. It does not necessarily place the principal inside the decision 
itself. 

Sovereignty, in the limited sense used here, is the continuing possession of the final decision-right within a 
defined jurisdiction. It identifies whose authorized choice counts as part of the disposition when disagreement 
remains. Sovereignty need not mean unlimited power, indivisible metaphysical will, or immunity from 
constitutional law. It means operative standing in the authoritative decision. 

The five categories are related but not interchangeable. A person may exercise influence without consultation, as 
when public protest changes a legislator's vote. A person may be consulted without influential effect. A 
representative may advocate effectively without being authorized by those represented. An officeholder may be 
accountable but unresponsive. A citizen may retain sovereignty while relying almost entirely on representatives and 
delegates for information and labor. 

Representative democracies often combine broad public influence, recurring electoral accountability, and 
independent legislative sovereignty in officeholders. This combination can produce substantial responsiveness. It 
can also produce a linguistic compression in which any evidence of responsiveness is treated as evidence that the 
public decided. The distinction developed here resists that compression. 

Suppose a legislator studies constituent opinion, explains the available options, changes position in response to 
public argument, and casts the vote preferred by a majority of constituents. The process exhibits communication, 
consultation, responsiveness, and accountability. It may be exemplary representation. Yet the legislator could legally 
have voted otherwise. The citizens' preference affected the decision-holder; it did not constitute the decision. 

Now suppose citizens possess a direct vote but follow the legislator's advice. The outcome may be identical. The 
institutional relation is different because the legislator's judgment operates as influence rather than command. The 
distinction is not visible in the result. It lies in the counterfactual: who would prevail if citizens rejected the advice? 

This is why sovereignty cannot be measured solely through policy congruence. Congruence can result from 
control, persuasion, coincidence, anticipation, shared ideology, selective agenda-setting, or manipulation of 
alternatives. It tells us whether preferences and outcomes align. It does not tell us who held the decision-right. 

Influence affects the owner of a decision. Sovereignty identifies the owner. 
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4.6 Delegation and the point of alienation 
Every complex institution depends upon delegation. The question is not whether citizens will rely on others but 

what constitutional relation governs that reliance. 
Delegation occurs when a principal authorizes an agent to perform an act or exercise discretion within a defined 

domain. Principal-agent theory examines the difficulties that follow: agents may possess more information, develop 
different preferences, conceal conduct, or use delegated authority in ways the principal would not choose. 
Institutions respond with selection procedures, reporting requirements, monitoring, incentives, sanctions, and 
limits upon discretion (Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991). 

The present theory adopts the analytical insight but rejects the assumption that political delegation must take 
the electoral form familiar from representative government. Delegation varies along several dimensions: 
●​ scope: one decision, one issue area, or the full legislative agenda; 
●​ duration: one act, a session, a fixed term, or an indefinite period; 
●​ discretion: strict instruction, bounded judgment, or broad independence; 
●​ revocability: immediate, conditional, delayed, or unavailable; 
●​ transparency: fully observable, partially observable, or secret; 
●​ subdelegation: prohibited, bounded, or unrestricted; 
●​ override: direct intervention available or unavailable; 
●​ traceability: the final act attributable to specific authorized sources or only to the office as a whole. 

Delegation does not become alienation merely because the agent has discretion. A doctor, attorney, engineer, 
committee member, or political delegate may need substantial freedom to respond to information the principal 
does not possess. Mechanical instruction can defeat the purpose of delegation. The decisive issue is not whether the 
agent thinks independently. It is whether the principal's standing survives the delegation. 

Delegation becomes alienating when the authority assigned to the agent is institutionally detached from the 
principal during the relevant decision. The agent may act even after the principal objects; the principal cannot 
reclaim the act; and the agent's authorized choice legally prevails. At that point, delegation is no longer only a 
distribution of labor. It is a temporary transfer of decision ownership. 

Ordinary legislative elections exemplify broad, durable, discretionary, and non-recoverable delegation. Voters 
choose among candidates for a large bundle of known and unknown decisions. Once elected, the representative 
possesses a legally protected vote. Constituents may communicate preferences, threaten future sanction, or seek 
extraordinary recall where available. They ordinarily cannot withdraw their share of authority from the 
representative and cast it directly on a bill. 

Calling this arrangement delegation is not wrong. It is incomplete. The term describes the origin of the 
officeholder's authority but not the status of the authority after transfer. The representative is an agent in the sense 
that the office derives from public authorization and remains subject to electoral sanction. The representative is an 
owner in the limited functional sense that the vote belongs to the officeholder during the term and cannot be 
reclaimed by the represented at decision level. 

Recoverable delegation preserves a different relation. The member can authorize a delegate to study, deliberate, 
negotiate, and cast a vote. The delegate may exercise judgment and may often act without prior instruction. But the 
member can withdraw or override the authorization, and a direct member vote supersedes the proxy for the relevant 
decision. The agent performs the act; the principal retains the underlying decision-right. 

This distinction is more precise than the familiar trustee-delegate opposition. A trustee is commonly associated 
with independent judgment, while a delegate is imagined as a mechanical messenger. Recoverable delegation 
permits trusteeship of labor without trusteeship of sovereignty. The delegate may offer leadership, exercise expertise, 
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and make recommendations. What the delegate lacks is an irrevocable title to decide against the principal once the 
principal has chosen to intervene. 

4.7 Alienating labor and alienating authority 
The strongest practical defense of representative ownership is the need for political division of labor. Modern 

legislation is technically complex. It requires research, drafting, negotiation, budgeting, legal analysis, oversight, 
scheduling, coalition-building, and knowledge of administrative consequences. Most citizens lack the time, interest, 
or expertise to perform this work. Therefore, the argument runs, representatives must decide. 

The conclusion does not follow from the premise. 
Political labor and political authority are distinct. Labor concerns the activities required to produce and 

implement a decision. Authority concerns whose choice has standing in the final disposition. The same person may 
possess both, but there is no conceptual necessity that the worker own the decision-right. 

A legislative system contains many kinds of labor: 
●​ identifying problems and proposing agenda items; 
●​ gathering testimony and empirical evidence; 
●​ drafting statutory language; 
●​ estimating costs and distributional effects; 
●​ negotiating among affected groups; 
●​ comparing legal options; 
●​ coordinating amendments; 
●​ communicating alternatives to the public; 
●​ administering votes and maintaining records; 
●​ overseeing implementation; 
●​ evaluating results and preparing corrections. 

These tasks require specialization. They may be performed by elected delegates, civil servants, lawyers, scientists, 
organizers, journalists, advocacy groups, committees, and paid staff. A voter-sovereign system would not abolish any 
of them. It would likely require more explicit institutions for distributing and coordinating them. 

The final vote is itself an act of labor, but it is labor with a special constitutional status. Casting the vote 
converts prior work into an authoritative disposition. Under representative ownership, the person performing that 
final act possesses the decision-right. Under recoverable delegation, the person may perform the act on behalf of 
members whose authority remains traceable and reclaimable. 

The distinction resembles a familiar separation in other institutions. A client can hire an attorney to perform 
complex legal labor without surrendering every decision about the objectives of representation. A patient can 
depend upon medical expertise while retaining authority to consent to treatment. A board can employ managers 
without making the organization the managers' personal property. These analogies are limited; public sovereignty is 
not a private contract. They nevertheless show that dependence upon expertise does not logically require the 
alienation of ultimate authority. 

The analogy also reveals where limits are necessary. A principal cannot meaningfully retain authority if every 
decision requires mastery of all technical detail. Institutions must translate expert work into intelligible alternatives, 
identify uncertainty, expose disagreement, and permit trusted intermediaries to filter complexity. The division of 
labor must make sovereignty usable rather than merely formal. 
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This requirement creates a design problem, not an argument for a separate ruling class. The existence of difficult 
work tells us that the work must be organized. It does not tell us that the persons who perform it acquire a superior 
political standing. 

Unequal knowledge justifies unequal roles in the production of decisions. It does not 
by itself justify unequal ownership of the decision-right. 

The distinction also applies to civic labor. Some citizens will participate intensely, specialize in committees, 
build organizations, or become highly trusted delegates. Others will participate rarely. Equal authority does not 
require equal work. It requires that greater labor, expertise, or dedication not silently convert into a permanent title 
to govern those who remain less active. 

This is the institutional danger of political professionalization. Necessary specialists can become decision owners 
because the system equates doing the work with possessing the authority. Once fused, the practical truth that some 
people know more becomes the constitutional claim that those people may decide for everyone else. Legislative 
alienation is the point at which a division of labor becomes a division of political standing. 

4.8 The good representative does not cure the relation 
The concept of legislative alienation is easiest to misunderstand when representation works well. Critics may 

reasonably ask why the location of the decision-right matters if representatives are competent, responsive, 
benevolent, and electorally accountable. 

The answer begins with the distinction between good government and self-government. Good government 
concerns the quality of public decisions and institutions: whether laws are wise, effective, just, stable, and beneficial. 
Self-government concerns the relation in which those subject to law stand to the authority that makes it. The two 
values can support one another, but neither can be reduced to the other. 

A benevolent ruler may produce better outcomes than a badly organized democratic public. A conscientious 
trustee may protect constituents from temporary passions. An expert legislature may understand consequences that 
most voters overlook. These possibilities show that democratic ownership does not guarantee good policy. They do 
not show that benevolence, trusteeship, or expertise constitutes self-government. 

Republican theories of non-domination sharpen the point. Domination is not eliminated merely because a 
powerful actor happens not to interfere or uses power kindly; what matters is whether another remains exposed to 
power controlled on terms the subject does not equally determine (Pettit 1997). Legislative alienation is not 
identical to domination, because representatives operate within elections, law, rights, and institutional checks. The 
comparison is narrower. In both cases, favorable exercise does not erase the structure of authority. 

Consider four idealized representatives. 
The first is perfectly congruent. She independently prefers every policy that a majority of constituents prefer. 

No conflict becomes visible. Yet constituents do not own the decisions; coincidence makes the separation harmless 
for the moment. 

The second is perfectly responsive. He changes his votes whenever reliable evidence shows that constituents 
prefer another result. The relationship is more democratic, but the public preference still operates through 
influence. He could legally refuse, and citizens could not substitute their votes for his. 

The third is perfectly benevolent. She sometimes rejects constituent preferences because she sincerely believes 
another policy will protect their interests and rights. Her motives may be admirable. The relation remains one in 
which she decides what others ought to receive. 
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The fourth is perfectly accountable. He explains every vote, discloses every meeting, faces competitive elections, 
and is removed when constituents disapprove. Accountability disciplines the use of authority. It does not allow 
constituents to recover decisions already made or intervene in the next bill before the term ends. 

These examples do not belittle the virtues. Congruence, responsiveness, benevolence, and accountability can 
greatly improve government. The point is that they answer questions about performance, motive, and sanction. 
Legislative ownership answers a question about standing. 

The disagreement test again exposes the difference. When representative and citizens agree, both representative 
ownership and democratic ownership can produce the same law. When they disagree, the institutional hierarchy 
appears. Under representative ownership, the representative may hear the public and still cast the legally controlling 
vote. Under democratic ownership, the representative may argue, advise, and exercise delegated authority only 
where members have not reclaimed it. 

This does not require representatives to become passive instruments. Leadership often consists in persuading 
people to change their minds. A skilled delegate may identify neglected risks, assemble a coalition, reframe the 
question, or refuse to recommend a popular but harmful proposal. Democratic ownership gives citizens authority 
over the final disposition, not immunity from argument or consequence. 

The good representative therefore poses no objection to recoverability. If citizens trust the representative's 
judgment, they may leave authority delegated. If the representative persuades them, they may vote as recommended. 
Recoverability becomes relevant only when the principal insists upon exercising the right. At that point, continued 
representative control can no longer be justified as assistance. It is rule. 

A benevolent decision-owner remains the decision-owner. The virtue of the owner 
cannot substitute for the standing of the governed. 

4.9 What legislative alienation is not 
A useful concept must exclude neighboring phenomena. Legislative alienation is not a general label for 

everything wrong with politics. 

Apathy and nonparticipation 

Apathy describes low interest, attention, motivation, or activity. Legislative alienation describes the structure 
within which activity would occur. An apathetic citizen may retain a decision-right; an intensely active citizen may 
lack one. Alienation may contribute to apathy, but the causal claim must be investigated. The concept does not 
define citizens as alienated because they fail to participate. 

This distinction is especially important because democratic theories often make authority conditional upon 
participation. If people do not attend meetings, read proposals, or vote regularly, their inactivity is taken to justify 
stronger representative control. The present theory reverses the presumption. Equal standing is not earned through 
continuous labor. Institutions should permit nonparticipation while preserving a low-cost path of return. 

Weak or inaccurate representation 

Weak representation occurs when officeholders misunderstand, ignore, or poorly advance the interests, 
judgments, or identities of those represented. Better districting, proportionality, descriptive inclusion, 
communication, and party competition may improve representation. Legislative alienation can persist under perfect 
representation because the concept concerns who decides, not how accurately one actor mirrors another. 
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Conversely, a voter-sovereign institution can contain bad representation. Delegates may be unskilled, 
unrepresentative, or unresponsive. Members retain the capacity to replace or override them. The pathology 
concerns the quality of assistance rather than ownership of authority. 

Corruption 

Corruption is the misuse of public office or entrusted power for improper private advantage. Bribery, 
self-dealing, concealed conflicts, and illicit exchanges are corruption problems. Legislative alienation requires none 
of them. A legislature composed entirely of honest officials can still monopolize the legislative decision-right. 

The distinction also runs in the other direction. A recoverable delegate may be corrupt. The fact that authority 
remains reclaimable does not guarantee integrity. Recoverability changes the distribution of corrective power; it 
does not remove the need for ethics rules, disclosure, investigation, and sanctions. 

Capture 

Capture occurs when an institution persistently serves interests that gain disproportionate control over its 
agenda, information, personnel, or decisions. Wealthy donors, regulated industries, parties, bureaucracies, 
movements, professions, or organized factions may capture institutions. Alienation and capture are related but 
different. Alienation creates a concentrated set of decision targets; capture describes who succeeds in controlling or 
influencing those targets. 

A representative legislature may resist capture while remaining alienated. A voter-sovereign system may suffer 
distributed capture through propaganda, proxy concentration, organized blocs, or platform control. The claim is 
not that direct ownership makes capture impossible. It is that recoverability, traceability, and distributed authority 
alter its cost, visibility, and durability. 

Policy disagreement and losing 

A citizen is not legislatively alienated merely because the adopted law is contrary to her preference. Equal 
sovereignty does not mean personal rule. In any non-unanimous decision, some members lose. The relevant 
question is whether each possessed equal standing in the procedure and retained the capacity to participate directly 
or through recoverable delegation. 

Likewise, agreement with policy does not prove democratic ownership. A person can receive the desired 
outcome from an authority over which she has no decision-right. Outcomes and relations must be evaluated 
separately. 

Political ignorance 

Ignorance concerns the information and competence with which people form judgments. Legislative alienation 
concerns who has standing to decide. A poorly informed public may exercise sovereignty badly. A highly informed 
public may remain alienated. Expertise can improve decisions, but it cannot by itself determine ownership without 
assuming the very hierarchy at issue. 

Disenfranchisement and authoritarianism 

Disenfranchisement excludes persons from the electorate or denies equal voting rights. Legislative alienation 
operates even among enfranchised citizens who may select representatives but cannot vote on legislation. 
Authoritarianism removes far more: meaningful electoral choice, civil liberties, contestation, accountability, and 
often the rule of law. To identify legislative alienation within a constitutional democracy is not to erase these 
differences. It isolates one non-democratic relation inside an otherwise partially democratic order. 
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These distinctions protect the concept from inflation. Legislative alienation is neither a mood nor a synonym 
for injustice. It is a specific institutional relation that can coexist with good policy and decent government, just as its 
removal can coexist with error, conflict, and inequality. 

4.10 Elections, accountability, and temporary ownership 
The most powerful objection to the concept is that elected representatives do not own legislative authority 

because voters can remove them. Elections, on this view, keep power in the hands of the people. Officeholders 
exercise authority conditionally and temporarily; the public remains sovereign through recurring judgment. 

Elections unquestionably matter. They distinguish representative government from hereditary or 
self-perpetuating rule. They permit competition, expose officials to public sanction, and allow peaceful changes in 
governing personnel. They may select competent agents, create incentives for responsiveness, and provide a public 
moment of authorization. The claim of legislative alienation does not deny any of these achievements. 

It distinguishes sanction from continuing control. 
Electoral accountability ordinarily operates after a large bundle of decisions. Voters evaluate parties and 

candidates across many issues, personalities, events, and prospective promises. They cannot isolate one legislative 
decision and reclaim their share of authority before the vote. Even where an election clearly punishes a particular 
act, the sanction does not reverse the prior location of the decision-right. 

Elections are also temporally discontinuous. A representative may act for two, four, or six years before facing 
renewal. During that interval, constituents can communicate, mobilize, litigate, protest, or seek party pressure. The 
representative's vote remains legally protected. Temporary ownership is still ownership for the decisions made 
during the protected interval. 

Electoral sanction is collective rather than individually recoverable. A citizen who withdraws support cannot 
retrieve a personal share of the legislative vote. Removal requires a sufficiently large coalition, occurs on a fixed 
schedule, and transfers the office to another person. The citizen chooses a new decision-holder rather than entering 
the legislative decision directly. 

The choice is also bundled. A voter may approve of a representative's labor policy, reject the foreign policy, 
distrust the party leadership, and prefer the opponent's environmental position. One electoral choice must carry 
many judgments. The winning candidate receives authority over future questions that may not have been 
anticipated during the campaign. Broad electoral authorization cannot be interpreted as specific consent to each 
later act without emptying consent of content. 

The accountability literature has long examined whether elections select good types, sanction poor 
performance, or induce policies aligned with voters (Przeworski, Stokes, and Manin 1999). Those are essential 
questions for representative government. The present theory adds another: even if elections work exactly as hoped, 
what form of authority do they create between elections? 

The answer is a public office whose holder has independent legal standing. Accountability disciplines that 
standing. It can make the office temporary, conditional, transparent, and responsive. It does not automatically make 
the underlying decision-right recoverable by citizens. 

Recall procedures narrow the gap but do not necessarily close it. Recall may permit voters to end a term early, 
strengthening revocability at the level of the office. Yet the remedy remains removal of the decision-holder. Unless 
citizens can also intervene in particular legislative acts, recall transforms the duration of representative ownership 
without converting it into direct or recoverable member ownership. 

This distinction can be expressed in a simple proposition: 
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The power to punish an agent later is not the power to decide now. 

Retrospective sanction is compatible with democratic ownership and may remain necessary within it. Delegates, 
administrators, and leaders can abuse authority even when it is recoverable. But sanction cannot substitute for 
recovery. The two are different constitutional capacities. 

4.11 The political marketplace around decision owners 
Legislative alienation does more than separate citizens from a vote. It organizes the surrounding political system. 

When a relatively small number of officeholders possess final legislative decision-rights, everyone else must direct 
political effort toward those officeholders or toward the processes that select them. 

This produces a political marketplace for access, attention, information, persuasion, and electoral support. 
The metaphor should not imply that all influence is bought or that every exchange is corrupt. Politics necessarily 

involves advocacy. Citizens, movements, unions, businesses, experts, local governments, and civil-society 
organizations possess legitimate reasons to communicate with legislators. Representatives need information, policy 
language, constituent knowledge, and help coordinating coalitions. The marketplace is structural before it is moral: 
scarce decision points attract organized attempts to affect them. 

The scarcity is created by compression. Hundreds of thousands of citizens may be represented by one legislative 
vote. The officeholder has limited time and attention. Interests therefore compete not only over arguments but over 
access to the person, staff, committees, party leadership, media environment, and electoral infrastructure 
surrounding the vote. 

Resource inequalities become politically important because influence requires organization. Money can 
purchase staff, research, advertising, litigation, travel, polling, data, and sustained presence. Professional associations 
and firms can monitor technical processes that ordinary citizens encounter only intermittently. Well-organized 
groups can provide ready-made language, expert testimony, and political intelligence. Hall and Deardorff describe 
much lobbying as a legislative subsidy: organized interests assist allied legislators with information and labor rather 
than simply purchasing votes or persuading opponents (Hall and Deardorff 2006). The model is especially revealing 
because it does not depend upon corruption. Influence arises from the representative's need for scarce resources. 

Collective-action problems further shape the field. Concentrated interests often find organization easier because 
benefits are focused and members can be identified, while diffuse publics face higher costs of coordination and 
weaker incentives to remain continuously engaged (Olson 1965). Political voice is consequently distributed 
unevenly across class, education, occupation, and organizational resources (Schattschneider 1960; Schlozman, 
Verba, and Brady 2012). Empirical estimates of whose preferences most affect policy remain contested, but there is 
substantial reason to reject the assumption that electoral equality automatically produces equality of influence 
(Gilens and Page 2014). 

The representative system also creates a market for future decision ownership. Candidates require nominations, 
campaign organizations, endorsements, media attention, volunteers, and financing. Parties bundle issues and 
construct coalitions capable of winning office. Donors and organized constituencies invest before the election 
because electoral victory determines who will possess the legislative vote afterward. The campaign is therefore not 
merely a public discussion about policy. It is a competition over the allocation of decision-rights. 

Movements and public-interest organizations participate in the same structure, often with emancipatory 
purposes. They mobilize citizens, change public opinion, pressure parties, and make neglected harms visible. Their 
necessity does not disprove legislative alienation. It demonstrates the amount of organization required for persons 
without a legislative vote to affect those who possess one. 
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The distinction is not between organization and no organization. Democratic ownership would also require 
parties, associations, campaigns, media, expertise, and coalition-building. The difference lies in the destination of 
organized effort. Under representative ownership, citizens organize primarily to influence or replace decision 
owners. Under democratic ownership, they can also organize to exercise, delegate, recover, and aggregate their own 
decision-rights. 

This change would not abolish unequal influence. Wealthy actors could still fund persuasion, research, media, 
and organization. Charismatic leaders could attract proxies. Parties could coordinate voting blocs. But the 
institutional attack surface would be distributed. Capturing a small number of protected votes is different from 
persuading or controlling a large population whose delegated authority can be withdrawn and whose members can 
bypass intermediaries. 

The political marketplace is therefore not an accidental corruption layered upon an otherwise neutral 
architecture. It is a predictable response to the location of legislative ownership. Once the final vote is concentrated, 
political resources flow toward the persons who possess it. 

Alienated authority creates a market in influence because those without the 
decision-right must purchase, earn, organize, or demand access to those who have it. 

4.12 A common structural condition beneath separate democratic 
problems 

Legislative alienation does not cause every defect of representative democracy. Polarization, prejudice, 
misinformation, constitutional design, economic inequality, bureaucratic failure, and historical injustice have 
independent sources. The concept should not become a monocausal theory. 

It does, however, identify a common structural condition beneath several problems usually treated separately. 
The campaign problem arises because elections allocate control of alienated legislative authority. Enormous 

resources are invested in candidate selection and persuasion because the winner obtains a protected decision-right 
over a broad policy bundle. 

The apportionment problem arises because large populations are compressed into a small number of legislative 
voices. District boundaries, chamber size, malapportionment, and electoral formulas determine how citizens are 
converted into officeholders who own the final votes. 

The participation problem is shaped by the fact that citizens participate primarily as selectors and influencers 
rather than continuing decision-holders. Political action is episodic, indirect, and often weakly connected to a 
specific consequential act. Low efficacy may be partly rational where the citizen's formal role ends before legislation 
begins. 

The information problem is structured around persuasion of decision owners. Much political communication is 
designed to win elections, frame public pressure, or supply officeholders rather than to equip citizens for an 
authoritative legislative choice. Citizens are often told they must become better informed before they may govern, 
even though the system gives them few governing decisions around which information-seeking could become 
consequential. 

The delegation problem is obscured because broad, non-recoverable transfers are treated as the only practical 
form of representation at scale. Questions about revocability, override, chain length, and issue-level recovery 
disappear once election is assumed to exhaust the meaning of delegation. 
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The capture problem is intensified by concentrated targets. Parties, donors, lobbyists, media systems, and 
organized interests know where final authority resides. Capture strategies can focus upon candidates, committee 
chairs, party leadership, key legislators, and administrative chokepoints. 

The accountability problem follows from delayed and bundled sanction. Citizens must infer responsibility across 
institutions and wait for electoral opportunities that replace persons rather than recover decisions. 

The scaling problem is often solved by alienation at the outset. Because millions cannot gather in one assembly, 
the decision-right is transferred to a small number who can. The conceptual possibility of scaling organization while 
preserving member recoverability is rarely tested. 

The agenda problem arises because citizens may influence preferences over proposals while lacking equal 
standing to introduce, advance, amend, or force consideration of them. Control over what reaches a vote can matter 
as much as the formal choice among items already placed on the agenda (Bachrach and Baratz 1962; 
Schattschneider 1960). 

These problems interact. Campaign dependence affects capture; capture shapes information; information 
affects participation; low participation strengthens claims for professional control; professional control reinforces 
legislative alienation. The system can therefore reproduce the relation even when every actor behaves sincerely. 
Representatives need resources because they own complex decisions. Organizations seek access because 
representatives own them. Citizens disengage because access is costly. Disengagement is then cited as evidence that 
citizens cannot own decisions. 

Legislative alienation is a common condition, not a complete explanation. Removing it would not 
automatically solve campaign finance, misinformation, exclusion, or inequality. It would alter the architecture 
through which those forces operate and the corrective capacities available to citizens. 

This is why the concept has more than semantic importance. A reform agenda organized around representation 
asks how to select, improve, diversify, inform, and constrain decision owners. A reform agenda organized around 
democratic ownership asks how to distribute political labor while returning recoverable authority to equal 
members. The two agendas overlap, but they do not point to the same institutional destination. 

4.13 Degrees, domains, and partial democratic ownership 
Legislative alienation should not be used as a binary label applied to whole regimes without qualification. 

Political systems distribute authority across domains, levels, and procedures. Citizens may possess direct rights in 
one context and alienated authority in another. 

A jurisdiction with citizen initiatives gives members a route to enact selected laws directly. A referendum may 
reserve final approval of constitutional amendments or particular policies to voters. A New England town meeting 
may provide direct local legislative authority while state and federal law remain representative. Participatory 
budgeting may transfer control over a limited allocation. Party primaries may democratize candidate selection 
without altering legislative ownership after election. 

These arrangements reduce or interrupt legislative alienation within their domains. They do not necessarily 
eliminate it from the full legislative process. A referendum may permit a final yes-or-no vote while agenda-setting, 
drafting, amendment, timing, and implementation remain controlled elsewhere. An initiative may be legally direct 
but practically inaccessible because qualification requires extraordinary money and organization. A town meeting 
may formally empower residents but exclude those unable to attend. The concept must therefore be sensitive to 
degree and practical operation. 

Several dimensions are relevant: 
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Scope asks how much of the legislative domain is subject to member decision. Is direct authority exceptional or 
ordinary? 

Duration asks whether citizens retain standing continuously or only at rare constitutional moments. 
Granularity asks whether members can intervene in particular decisions or only replace an entire government. 
Recoverability asks whether delegated authority can be reclaimed before the act is complete. 
Agenda access asks whether members can introduce, advance, and amend proposals rather than merely 

approve alternatives supplied by others. 
Traceability asks whether the final tally can be linked to direct member choices and authorized delegations. 
Accessibility asks whether formal rights can be exercised by ordinary members under realistic conditions of 

time, disability, language, technology, and economic inequality. 
Institutional self-government asks whether members can revise the procedures and replace the providers 

through which their authority is organized. 
These dimensions allow comparative analysis without demanding institutional purity. A system may be more or 

less alienated across different axes. An advisory assembly may dramatically improve consultation while leaving 
sovereignty unchanged. A recall right may increase revocability of office without creating issue-level recovery. A 
liquid-democratic platform may create recoverable proxies while remaining vulnerable to opaque code or provider 
control. 

The framework also prevents the theory from dismissing transitional reforms. Partial transfer of a decision-right 
can produce real democratic gains. The important discipline is descriptive honesty: a reform should be credited for 
the authority it actually transfers, not redescribed as full self-government because it increases participation. 

A regime-level judgment would therefore require a profile rather than a single label. Representative democracies 
contain both democratic ownership and alienation: citizens own electoral authorization and often constituent 
authority, while officeholders own ordinary legislative votes. The present project seeks to extend democratic 
ownership into the legislative domain without denying the value of the democratic incidents already achieved. 

4.14 Revocable, bounded, recoverable delegation 
The alternative to legislative alienation is not universal, continuous, unmediated voting. It is a constitutional 

relation in which delegation remains subordinate to equal member authority. 
Three properties are central. 
Revocable delegation means that the member can withdraw authorization without waiting for the end of a 

representative term. Revocation may be subject to administratively necessary deadlines, but it must be a normal 
right rather than an extraordinary political crisis. 

Bounded delegation means that scope, duration, chain length, and function are defined. A member may 
delegate a particular issue, a policy domain, or a general voting proxy. Institutions may limit subdelegation, 
concentration, tenure, or conflicts of interest. Delegation is not an unlimited grant of political personality. 

Recoverable delegation means that the member can exercise the underlying decision-right directly on a 
particular matter. A direct vote supersedes the proxy for that decision. Recovery distinguishes democratic 
ownership from systems in which citizens can only choose another agent. 

Several supporting properties are also necessary. Delegated votes must be transparent to the principal and 
auditable at the system level. The chain from member to final tally must be traceable without sacrificing ballot 
secrecy where secrecy is required. Members must receive timely notice and usable information. Delegates must not 
control the platform through which their own authority is revoked. Procedures must provide continuity when a 
delegate leaves, dies, becomes unavailable, or loses eligibility. 
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Recoverability does not eliminate discretion. A member may prefer a delegate precisely because the delegate is 
more knowledgeable and can respond quickly to changing facts. The member can establish a broad default 
authorization and intervene only when an issue becomes salient. This arrangement reduces participation burdens 
while preserving sovereignty. 

Nor does recoverability require that every citizen watch every vote. Most political authority may continue to 
flow through trusted intermediaries. The constitutional difference is that the flow has not become a one-way 
transfer. Authority can move upward for coordination and return downward through ordinary action. 

This relation may be called persistent sovereignty. Participation fluctuates; standing persists. A member can be 
inactive without becoming politically dispossessed. A delegate can become influential without becoming a ruler. A 
large organization can coordinate through layers without treating scale as a reason to extinguish the member's 
decision-right. 

Recoverable delegation also changes accountability. Sanction remains available, but correction need not wait for 
punishment. Members can redirect authority before harm occurs, bypass a delegate on a specific vote, or reorganize 
the chain. Accountability becomes prospective and operational as well as retrospective. 

The model does not guarantee dispersion. Delegates may accumulate large numbers of proxies. Parties may 
coordinate chains. Popular experts or organizers may become powerful. The relevant question is whether 
concentration is transparent, contestable, and reversible. Power that depends upon many recoverable authorizations 
differs from power protected by office regardless of current authorization. 

The distinction is one of institutional resilience. An alienated system attempts to control independent 
authority-holders through elections, rules, ethics, and checks. A recoverable system adds a direct corrective path at 
the source of authority. It does not abolish the agent problem. It changes who can solve it and how quickly. 

Delegation becomes democratic when it enlarges the member's capacity without 
extinguishing the member's standing. 

4.15 Objections to the concept 
Several objections should be addressed before the concept is carried into the chapters that follow. 

Public authority is not property 

The language of ownership may appear to privatize sovereignty. Public office is held in trust, not possessed as 
personal property. Legislators cannot sell their votes lawfully, bequeath their seats, or use public authority without 
constitutional limit. 

The objection is correct about private property and does not defeat the narrower usage. Ownership here refers 
to a structured location of control: who has standing, who may exercise the decision, who may delegate it, who may 
recover it, and whose choice legally prevails. Saying that an officeholder functionally owns a legislative vote does not 
imply a moral right to use it privately. It identifies the fact that the vote is attached to the officeholder and 
unavailable to constituents during the term. 

The same caution applies to democratic ownership. Citizens do not own pieces of law as commodities. They 
possess equal political standing in a collective authority whose use is constrained by the equal rights of others and by 
the constitutional order. 

Collective sovereignty cannot be divided into individual rights 

A legislature produces one public decision, while citizens hold diverse and conflicting preferences. How can 
each individual own the same collective act? 
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The theory does not divide the enacted law into private fractions. It distributes equal decision-rights within an 
aggregation procedure. Each member owns a standing to participate; no member owns the outcome alone. 
Collective sovereignty emerges from the authorized combination of those rights. This is no more incoherent than 
equal voting rights in an election, except that the standing extends into legislation rather than ending with the 
selection of officeholders. 

Citizens cannot master legislative complexity 

Most citizens lack the time and expertise required for serious lawmaking. Direct authority may produce 
superficial judgments, manipulation, or exhaustion. 

The premise again establishes the need for division of labor, not the alienation of authority. Recoverable 
delegation allows members to rely on specialists by default. Institutions must organize summaries, competing expert 
analysis, committees, drafting services, and trusted networks. The theory does not require every member to become 
a legislator in the occupational sense. It requires the occupational legislator to remain an agent rather than an 
independent sovereign. 

Revocability will produce instability 

If delegates can be overridden at any moment, bargaining may become unreliable, decisions may change 
constantly, and long-term policy may be impossible. 

Any workable system will require deadlines, quorum rules, notice periods, finality provisions, and procedures 
for reopening decisions. Recoverability is not instantaneous chaos. It is an underlying right organized through 
stable rules. Representative systems already permit electoral reversals, judicial invalidation, repeal, amendment, and 
shifts in coalition. Stability is produced by procedure, not by making authority unrecoverable. 

The empirical question is how much responsiveness can be introduced without destroying coordination. That 
question belongs to institutional design and testing. It cannot be answered by assuming that protected 
representative ownership is the only possible equilibrium. 

Majorities may violate rights 

Returning legislative authority to voters may expose minorities to popular oppression. 
Majoritarian danger is real under any institution that produces binding collective decisions. Representative 

legislatures have enacted grave injustices; courts and constitutions have sometimes resisted them and sometimes 
sustained them. Democratic ownership is a theory of who should possess legislative authority, not a claim that every 
use of that authority is permissible. Rights, due process, jurisdictional limits, and judicial institutions remain 
necessary. The possibility that equal citizens may misuse power does not establish a natural title for representatives 
to own it instead. 

Representatives must serve the whole polity, not obey particular constituents 

A national legislator may owe duties to the constitution, future generations, minorities, and persons outside a 
district. Recoverable delegation might reduce representatives to local messengers. 

The objection correctly rejects a narrow conception of representation. Delegates should deliberate about the 
whole, explain national consequences, and resist demands they regard as unjust. Nothing in democratic ownership 
prevents them from doing so. The distinction concerns the final authority after argument. A representative's duty 
to consider the whole is a duty of judgment and advocacy, not a title to override the equal decision-rights of the 
public indefinitely. 
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These objections identify genuine design burdens. They do not dissolve the conceptual distinction. Complexity, 
stability, rights, and public-minded judgment must be preserved within democratic ownership. The theory's wager 
is that they can be preserved without treating the alienation of legislative authority as their necessary price. 

4.16 Conclusion: the authority behind the problems 
Legislative alienation is the institutional separation of persons subject to law from the final decision-right 

through which law is made in their name. It exists when citizens authorize and influence officeholders but cannot 
enter, recover, or override the legislative decision itself. The relation can be temporary, accountable, constitutional, 
and responsive. It remains alienated for the decisions made during the interval of independent officeholder control. 

The concept is deliberately narrower than political alienation. It does not depend upon feelings of powerlessness 
or estrangement, though it may help produce them. It is distinct from apathy, poor representation, corruption, 
capture, policy disagreement, ignorance, disenfranchisement, and authoritarianism. Those phenomena may interact 
with legislative alienation, but none defines it. 

The concept also separates political labor from political authority. Modern government requires extensive 
specialization. Researchers, drafters, administrators, experts, advocates, negotiators, and delegates will continue to 
perform most of the work. The democratic question is whether performance of that work entails independent 
ownership of the final decision. The present theory answers no. 

Elections improve the relation by making decision owners authorized, temporary, and sanctionable. They do 
not necessarily preserve continuing ownership in citizens. Accountability disciplines authority; it does not by itself 
return authority to its source. The crucial alternative is delegation that remains revocable, bounded, transparent, 
and recoverable. 

The wider significance of the concept lies in the system it reveals. When legislative votes are concentrated in a 
small number of protected officeholders, political action organizes around access to those officeholders and control 
of the processes that select them. Campaign finance, lobbying, party organization, media pressure, professional 
advocacy, and movement politics become routes through which persons without legislative authority compete to 
influence persons who possess it. These activities are not all corrupt. They are the ordinary political economy of 
alienated authority. 

Legislative alienation therefore sits beneath several apparently separate democratic problems. It shapes 
campaigns, apportionment, participation, information, delegation, capture, accountability, agenda control, and the 
conventional solution to scale. It is not their sole cause, but it is a common institutional condition through which 
they are reproduced. 

The concept finally identifies the precise ambition of democratic ownership. Citizens need not do everything 
themselves. They need not vote on every law, reject expertise, or abolish representation. They must remain equal 
members of the authority that acts in their name. Their decision-right may travel through delegates and layers of 
organization, but it must remain traceable and recoverable at its source. 

The opposite of legislative alienation is not government without intermediaries. It is 
government in which intermediaries do not become rulers. 

The next chapter places this concept in conversation with Marx. Marx developed the modern world's most 
influential account of alienated labor and exposed the power relations hidden within formally free exchange. Yet his 
analysis of the state tended to subordinate political authority to class and economic structure. The question will be 
whether the alienation of legislative power was thereby left without an adequate name - and whether changing the 
class or program of those who hold state power can substitute for returning legislative authority to the governed. 
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