
 http://ptx.sagepub.com/
Political Theory

 http://ptx.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/13/0090591713516414.citation
The online version of this article can be found at:

 
DOI: 10.1177/0090591713516414

 published online 10 February 2014Political Theory
Botting, Ruth Abbey and Jeffrey Edward Green

Richard Avramenko, Melissa Schwartzberg, Hélène Landemore, Eileen Hunt
Spectatorship

Jeffrey Green's The Eyes of the People: Democracy in an Age of
 
 

Published by:

 http://www.sagepublications.com

 can be found at:Political TheoryAdditional services and information for 
 
 
 

 
 http://ptx.sagepub.com/cgi/alertsEmail Alerts: 

 

 http://ptx.sagepub.com/subscriptionsSubscriptions:  

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 
 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 
 

 What is This?
 

- Feb 10, 2014OnlineFirst Version of Record >> 

 at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on February 14, 2014ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from  at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on February 14, 2014ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/13/0090591713516414.citation
http://ptx.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/13/0090591713516414.citation
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://ptx.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://ptx.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://ptx.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://ptx.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://ptx.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/13/0090591713516414.full.pdf
http://ptx.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/13/0090591713516414.full.pdf
http://online.sagepub.com/site/sphelp/vorhelp.xhtml
http://online.sagepub.com/site/sphelp/vorhelp.xhtml
http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/


Political Theory
 1 –30

© 2014 SAGE Publications
Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav 
DOI: 10.1177/0090591713516414

ptx.sagepub.com

Book Review

Symposium: Edited by 
Richard Avramenko and 
Melissa Schwartzberg

Jeffrey E. Green’s The Eyes of the People: Democracy in an Age of Spectatorship 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010, ISBN 9780195372649, Hardback, 296 
pages, $49.95)

Jeffrey Green’s The Eyes of the People (EOP) outlines a basic distinction 
between two models of popular power in a democracy. On the one hand, there 
is what Green calls the vocal model, which has dominated the way popular 
power has been conceptualized since the rebirth of democracy at the end of 
the eighteenth century. According to this model, the People is understood as 
a legislative voice—as a set of preferences waiting to be translated into laws 
and policies. EOP demonstrates that despite the diversity of approaches to 
democratic theory, the vocal model has informed virtually all philosophies of 
democracy. For example, it informs not only democratic idealists of the nine-
teenth century, like Mill and Tocqueville, but equally contemporary models 
(like aggregationists and deliberative democrats) who, even if more skeptical 
about popular self-legislation in any simplistic sense, continue to envision the 
People as a vocal, decisional force. The problem with the vocal model, Green 
explains, is twofold: failing to account for the fact that most citizens most of 
the time are not engaged in political decision making, it is disconnected from 
reality; second, it is hegemonic because, leading ordinary citizens to exagger-
ate their political capacity, it blinds them to the distinction between an elite 
with special decision-making authority and the great many without power. It 
is not surprising, then, as Green notes, that the very notion of the People has 
come under pressure in recent years, as numerous scholars of democracy 
(e.g., pluralists), unwilling to treat the People as a monolithic vocal being, 
have argued for jettisoning the concept altogether.

But rather than abandon the idea of the People, Green develops a compet-
ing model of popular power, which he calls the ocular model—or also the 
plebiscitary model. Within the ocular model, the People—the mass of every-
day citizens in their collective capacity—is conceived as a spectating rather 
than decision-making being: it watches leaders and other elites who appear 
on the public stage. If the central ideal of the vocal model is autonomy (the 
People’s self-authorship of the laws), the central ideal of the ocular model is 
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2 Political Theory 

candor. Green argues for a model in which leaders do not fully control the 
conditions of their public appearances that are thus shaped by unscripted, 
spontaneous, unpredictable, non-acclamatory events.

The Eyes of the People argues that citizens should treat the candor of their 
leaders as a key criterion in evaluating how democratic their societies are and 
that, therefore, citizens should find democratization realized not only in the 
content of political decision making but in the form of political communica-
tion. While Green does not deny that certain individuals and groups are in 
fact able to influence policy, the book defends the ocular ideal of candor as an 
undertheorized, if not overlooked, democratic value that is uniquely respon-
sive to everyday political experiences.

Superhuman Vision: Beyond the Gaze

Melissa Schwartzberg, New York University

The Eyes of the People is a major accomplishment. Jeffrey Green eloquently 
characterizes the nature of political citizenship in modern democracies and pro-
vides theoretical guidance for how to think about democratic commitments 
when voting is “the rarest and most exceptional moment of democratic life” 
(Green 2010, 199). As Green rightly argues, the normal mode of political life 
for the vast majority of citizens is “characterized by silence rather than deci-
sion, spectatorship rather than activism, and hierarchy rather than equality” 
(Green, 199). Green’s view is unromantic, even deflationary—and unmistak-
ably correct. Further, that candor—“the institutional norm that a leader not be 
in control of the conditions of his or her publicity” (Green, 130)—should serve 
as a critical ideal within such democracies is an important and persuasive claim.

Yet my fear is that Green’s ocular model of plebiscitary democracy gives 
the people bionic vision while rendering them mute. This is, I think, because 
of some tensions in how Green characterizes political agency in plebiscitary 
democracy. As I shall argue, although Green’s argument is, as he suggests, 
indebted to Schumpeter, the concept of the People—capitalized through-
out—is resoundingly not Schumpeterian. An uncharitable reading of the 
book is that Green takes on the least attractive features of Schumpeterian 
democracy—its elitism—while abandoning the most attractive element, the 
rejection of the so-called classical doctrine. Though this reading is unfair, I 
would like to suggest that there might be good reasons to reframe the ocular 
model to avoid some of the vulnerabilities of the vocal model.

First, Green characterizes the public gaze in a Foucaultian sense as an 
“ocular force whose chief function is to train and form individuals rather than 
to make decisions or levy taxes or lead armies” (Green, 154, emphasis in 
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Book Review 3

original). Citing Foucault directly, he suggests that it “coerces by means of 
observation” (Green, 154; citing Foucault 1977, 170). But how precisely 
does Green intend the gaze to operate? I take it that the aim is to oblige can-
didates for office to appear in unscripted, spontaneous circumstances with 
each other—circumstances they do not control and in which they are forced 
to be “candid,” in Green’s technical sense of the term. Yet the only reason 
why a candidate should be concerned about surveillance is because she will 
be sanctioned on the basis of the information revealed therein—that is, she 
will win or lose political office because citizens will vote on the basis of what 
they see. To be sure, the fact that citizens vote in the final instance does not 
mean that the People engage in self-legislation. Green is right that the vocal 
model cannot adequately capture contemporary political life. But it does 
mean that the ultimate means by which legislators are “disciplined” is not the 
gaze itself but the ballot. The ocular model, then, is an important corrective 
to the vocal model, but it cannot entirely supplant it, as Green sometimes sug-
gests that it should. In the final instance, voting is the means by which candi-
dates are chosen and rejected; it is indispensible.

How does this analysis differ from minimalist or Schumpeterian models 
of democracy? On Green’s account, Schumpeter provided a reasonable cri-
tique of democracy—the “electoral process is an insufficient organ for 
expressing views to the extent citizens do have them” (Green, 175)—but with 
the wrong implications. Schumpeter famously asserted that the “democratic 
method is that institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in 
which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of the competitive 
struggle for the people’s vote.”1 I take Green to hold that competition might 
well be an attractive foundation for democracy if it were understood that 
leaders must be subjected to the risk, uncertainty, and unpredictability of hav-
ing to face challenge and contest. Elections are circumstances, in Green’s 
words, that “impose uncertainty and destabilization upon leaders rather than 
securing their legitimation” (Green, 177). Adam Przeworski’s Schumpeterian 
vision is similar; for democracy to endure, the outcome of elections must be 
sufficiently unpredictable that parties or other major political forces some-
times lose, but remain willing to obey the outcome because they believe that 
they stand a reasonable chance of winning in the future—there will be alter-
nation in government.2 In this sense, Green’s conception of democracy is 
largely compatible with Schumpeter’s. Neither Green nor Schumpeter (or 
Przeworski) wants to defend a version of democracy that aims to realize a 
popular will, and both emphasize competition for the vote—the unpredict-
able struggle to capture the public’s attention and ultimately their ballots.

On Green’s account, the plebiscitary model entails locating the object of 
popular power in the leader, emphasizing the gaze rather than judgment or 
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decision, and enacting popular control over the means of publicity. Green’s 
loose discussion of “popular control” is in this sense relatively unproblem-
atic—one might think that it is simply “majority control” over the selection of 
leaders or of ensuring that leaders must appear in public without having the 
opportunity to give prepared speeches, as enforced by public threats of ridi-
cule or loss of office. But there is a critical, and in my view worrisome, differ-
ence between Green’s conception and the Schumpeterian model. Green cares 
about a People—indeed, the word is capitalized throughout. The aim is to 
capture a collective concept of the People from an “ocular” rather than “vocal” 
perspective. He defines them as the “mass of everyday, non-office-holding 
citizens in their collective capacity” (Green, 4). He develops the concept more 
fully, holding that “Under the plebiscitary model, the People designates a 
political entity that might be termed the organization of the unorganized: 
political spectators linked together in their shared experience of nondecision, 
nonpreference, and relative subordination to political elites” (Green, 63). 
Further, in his words, “[T]he plebiscitarian conceives of popular sovereignty 
as the rule of a principle: specifically the principle of candor. . . . A plebiscitar-
ian claims that in the context of any political event the People is sovereign—
that is, the People will have its collective interest realized—to the extent that 
candor governs the public presentation at hand” (Green, 207–8).

It is not clear, however, why Green wants to retrieve or to revive this lan-
guage of popular sovereignty, or what it lends to his argument. There is surely 
a sense in which Green is quite right that people on his model have a strong 
and even foundational interest in candor. However, the Habermasian move—
to ascribe sovereignty to a procedure that ought to govern democratic deci-
sion making, that is, that constitutes legitimate democratic rule—is not quite 
made here in the development of the principle of candor as such. Moreover, 
even if it were, the claim that the People’s interest in candor constitutes a 
basis for popular rule seems to undermine the central thesis that he wants to 
develop: that the people simply do not rule and the principle of candor cannot 
substitute for genuine political authority. In other words, Green should not 
wish to argue that the people ought to locate themselves in any meaningful 
way in public actions by elites—that would undermine their capacity to exert 
critical scrutiny.

Further, what is the work that collective agency more generally—the 
People—accomplishes here? What would be lost if this were the “eyes of the 
people”—the eyes of the aggregate or multitude of citizens? One might think, 
in fact, that the multiplicity of views, the distinctive perspectives of each spec-
tator, would be the critical feature of an ethic of candor. After all, the candi-
dates would then need to accommodate an additional level of unpredictability: 
the people they face are heterogeneous, with responses that may conflict. 
Green suggests that the fact that all citizens “see” constitutes them as a People. 
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In my view, a core critique of a version of the vocal model—one of the most 
important contributions of the Schumpeterian account and of social choice 
theory—is that it demonstrates that the people qua unitary actor with singular 
will is purely fictive. Thus why Green would want to take onto his brilliantly 
insightful reading of spectatorship this unitary model eludes me.

As such, I understand the contribution of The Eyes of the People to be 
slightly different than Green does. I take it to be a pivotally important account 
of the way in which spectatorship can serve as the primary model of demo-
cratic agency, which generates an ethics of candor as the accompanying criti-
cal ideal—but one that ought to improve the capacity of individual citizens to 
choose among candidates on the basis of their public behavior.

Neither Blind, nor Mute: Why the People 
Shouldn’t Give Up on the Voice

Hélène Landemore, Yale University

Jeffrey Green’s theory of “plebiscitary democracy” uniquely captures citi-
zens’ experience of representative democracy in the modern age as a chronic 
lack of voice and genuine sense of self-rule. It is not clear, however, that this 
experience should be celebrated as normatively appealing, even when subli-
mated as an empowered “gaze” or as the corresponding political ideal, in 
leaders, of “candor” (i.e., the requirement that leaders not be in control of the 
conditions of their public appearances). In other words, the descriptive and 
critical-diagnostic ambition of Green’s plebiscitary democracy may well 
trump its value as the normative ideal it also aspires to be. In the following, 
after elaborating on this main thesis, I offer some additional comments on 
where I think the book oversells its undeniable achievement.3

Let me start by my external critique. Green is very much correct in point-
ing out that past and contemporary democratic theorists’ exclusive focus on 
the “voice” of citizens—that is, citizens’ ability to actively shape and even 
directly make collective decisions—masks the reality of today’s mostly pas-
sive, apathetic, and powerless citizenship. In the age of mass and thus neces-
sarily representative democracy, it is no longer true that democracy is an 
experiment in self-rule. It is, instead, an experiment in spectatorship. To the 
extent that it is descriptively accurate, Green’s diagnosis is also a legitimate 
critique of much of contemporary democratic theory as anachronistic, when 
it looks back to Athens, or too utopian, when it looks for example to partici-
pation and deliberation on a mass scale.

Yet it is problematic to rationalize, if not romanticize altogether, the pas-
sive stance of contemporary citizens as the nobler activity of “watching.” 

 at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on February 14, 2014ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/


6 Political Theory 

Similarly, it seems to me problematic to suggest that citizens’ contemporary 
lack of autonomy can be dignified as a form of democratic control, so long as 
they are given the opportunity of witnessing politicians’ occasional slip-ups 
on TV. While this is probably not Green’s intention, his rejection of the vocal 
model of democracy and his defense, instead, of a new ocular model risks 
coming across as political theory in a “sour grapes” mode. Since we can’t 
have a voice, let us pretend it is not all that relevant or useful to begin with, 
and celebrate what we have instead, such as tickets to presidential inaugura-
tions where we can watch and gaze upon officials put in a position of “can-
dor” (as per the striking book cover, which features an anonymous crowd 
facing away from the viewer towards the looming figure of Obama on large 
video screens). If many participatory and deliberative democratic theorists 
are guilty of excessive utopianism, Green’s own sin might be an unusual mix 
of pessimism—we can’t hope to go much beyond representative institutions 
as we know them—and naivety—we should trust that these same institutions 
can ensure sufficient sincerity and spontaneity in our representatives.

To be fair, Green preempts some of these criticisms by embracing them as 
so many badges of honor. Thus, he bravely reclaims pessimism and realism 
as the landmark features of what he calls a new “Machiavellianism for the 
people.” As Green puts it, “I admit that these charges are true: that a politics 
of candor is in fact imbued with a spirit of pessimism—or, as it is often called, 
a spirit of realism and, in particular, a willingness to lower political purposes 
out of respect for obstacles and difficulties that are deemed unnavigable” (p. 
24). It is not the least admirable aspect of Green’s book that it does not shy 
away from unpopular positions and is willing to bite a number of bullets for 
the sake of consistency, resulting in a political theory that is profoundly origi-
nal and even, one is tempted to add, unfashionable or untimely in the 
Nietzschean sense (this is meant as high praise).

Green also puts forward various reforms of representative institutions 
meant to increase leaders’ candor. These reforms apply in areas that classical 
participatory and deliberative democrats find of rather peripheral interest, 
such as presidential debates (which Green would turn into cross-examination 
by candidates themselves in front of a mute audience), public inquiries 
(which Green wants to routinize and divest of liability), and press confer-
ences (which should put the president himself on the spot, not his press sec-
retary, a function that Green wants to abolish entirely as one too many screens 
between the leader and the people). The goal of these reforms, limited and 
admittedly more feasible than many deliberative and participatory schemes, 
is to make sure that while citizens’ lack of voice within representative institu-
tions as we know them remains unchanged, the power of their gaze is 
increased. Green’s political theory is thus pessimistic/realistic but not fatalist. 
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Not much can be done to empower citizens’ voice but there are some options 
when it comes to their ocular control.

Yet, even if one grants that the strength of the book is in its realism, I 
would still argue that Green is not taking seriously enough new experiments 
in deliberative and participatory democracy that have outgrown the utopian 
stage and have increased the theoryies’ credibility. Green’s silence on that 
front may be due to his implicit focus on the U.S. context, where it is hard to 
disagree that representative institutions have grown stale and too little insti-
tutional imagination is at play, at least at the federal level (notwithstanding 
notable efforts by the Obama administration mentioned below). But in this 
globalized age, if the goal is to offer a normative theory of democracy as a 
universal value, we simply have to look beyond the U.S. case. A quick over-
view of the most prominent international examples of “democratic innova-
tions”4 gives hope about the possibility of hearing what the people have to 
say. James Fishkin’s Deliberative Polls, conducted across the globe, both at 
the local and national level, have arguably successfully captured the voice of 
the people, by giving hundreds of randomly selected citizens the ability to 
truly deliberate about policy issues that matter to them.5 British Columbia’s 
Citizens’ Assembly similarly illustrates how hundreds of quasi-randomly 
selected participants can be empowered to come up with reform proposals on 
complex issues (such as electoral reform) and initiate political changes 
bypassing regular elites.6 On a smaller scale, one could also cite the estab-
lished practice of Citizens’ Juries, Consensus Conferences, or Citizens’ 
Panels, which all involve regular and usually randomly selected citizens.

It might be objected that in mass democracies such as the United States, 
the odds of being selected for such empowering experiments are slim, as 
these “mini-publics” involve at best a few hundred participants at a time. But 
consider Participatory Budgeting, which directly involves thousands of self-
selected citizens in budgetary decisions at the local and national level.7 Since 
its first implementation in Porto Allegre in 1989, this form of direct democ-
racy has become a normalized practice in Brazil, where it has been developed 
over the last twenty years, and is now implemented in many countries and 
cities in the world (including Chicago and, as of Spring 2012, several New 
York boroughs8). This form of direct participation is not without its problems 
(one being representativeness) but, where offered, genuinely allows any will-
ing citizen to go beyond spectatorship.

Further, both the mini-publics and the larger-scale deliberative and partici-
patory experiments can be sequenced and articulated in different ways,9 
which allows for the public to speak in multiple voices and for democracy as 
a whole to be more genuinely responsive to the public’s preferences. This of 
course requires moving past the classical concept of democracy as represen-
tative government that Green seems to favor, or at least takes for granted, and 
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toward a new ideal of democracy as a “deliberative system,”10 where delib-
eration is not just taking place in the official place and time determined by 
official representative institutions (e.g., Parliamentary assemblies and com-
mittees) but distributed across many deliberative sequences and 
institutions.11

Green’s book also does not seem to measure fully the impact of the great-
est technology break since print, namely the internet. Whereas TV and the 
radio, the technologies shaping Green’s epistemological assumptions, allow 
only unidirectional communication flows, the internet enables two-way 
exchanges, vertically between leaders and their base, and horizontally 
between citizens themselves, who no longer need to be united solely in a 
silent gaze over their leaders but can commune in the interactive experience 
of deliberative exchanges and the possibility of collective action and decision 
making of a new kind. At the local level, for example, small but significant 
forms of empowerment are now possible with websites like seeclickfix.com, 
which allow anyone to register a problem observed in a given neighbor-
hood—whether a broken lamp post, an overflowing trash bin, or drug dealing 
on a street corner—and notify relevant authorities, petition for their interven-
tion, and even make suggestions about how to fix the problem.

At the national level, initiatives like the Open Government project 
launched by the Obama administration, including for example the program 
called Peer-to-Patent, enabled self-selected citizens to volunteer their knowl-
edge to increase the efficiency of governmental agencies (e.g., the U.S. Patent 
and Trademark Office).12 In Iceland, new technologies and social media 
allowed the public to be a part of an attempt at rewriting the national constitu-
tion through a “crowdsourcing” moment. They were able to use Twitter, 
Facebook, email, and a special webpage created for the occasion to post 
remarks, comments, and suggestions on the constitutional drafts regularly 
posted online by the Constitutional Council.13

Finally, at the international level, the internet has allowed for effective 
collective action, through websites such as Change.org, which allows citizens 
from any country to petition governments on issues of local or global interest, 
or a knowledge-sharing website like Participedia,14 which serves as a reposi-
tory of knowledge about participatory experiments and an online collabora-
tive platform for activists from all venues, outside and above traditional 
representative institutions.

Today’s technologies, I would thus argue, allow both for a stronger gaze 
and a louder voice, so that the choice need not be between either Green’s 
solution or deliberative and participatory democrats’. For example, the omni-
presence of cell phone cameras, combined with the existence of YouTube as 
a universal video platform, puts officials under a constant microscope, 
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enforcing on them the norm of candor usefully theorized by Green. But these 
new technologies also make it possible for more classical forms of vocal 
empowerment to be reconquered and new ones to be invented. Contrary to 
what Green often seems to suggest, one should thus be able to embrace the 
norm of candor without having to reject that of autonomy as self-rule.

I would also suggest that the important distinction between participation 
and political involvement recovered by Green can be used to support a more 
active model of citizenship. Whereas political participation refers to active 
political engagement (voting, giving money to candidates, campaigning, 
writing petitions, running for office, serving in government), political 
involvement simply refers to an awareness of political issues and problems 
and a general interest in them. Green points out that low participation is com-
patible with a high level of political involvement, a subtle point that Green’s 
ocular model makes much more of than existing political theory. Political 
involvement in the age of the internet, however, can be tapped in ways it 
could not be in the age of the TV and radio and turned into, if not participa-
tion in the old sense, collaborative problem solving and decision making of a 
new kind. Even classical political activities—sit-ins, demonstrations, organi-
zations of collectives, and so forth—can arguably benefit from the availabil-
ity of civic energies liberated by new technologies. In the end, even if Green 
is right that deliberative and participatory democracy on a mass scale still 
remains hard to envision, my point is that in this day and age the public does 
not have to, and indeed should absolutely not, content itself with spectator-
ship alone.

Let me end on a more internal critique, if only to give the author an oppor-
tunity to clarify an important ambiguity. It remains unclear to me whether the 
ocular model of democracy is meant to replace the vocal one entirely and if 
not, in what relationship to the vocal model it is then supposed to stand, given 
the various displacements required by it (in terms of conceptualization of the 
locus and expression of popular sovereignty in particular). As a replacement 
for the vocal model, the ocular model is inadequate for an essential reason, 
which is that the gaze, no matter how empowered, is still dependent on the 
voice. This concession is made early in the book when Green admits that “the 
gaze is best understood as the reflection of a power that has its base in some 
nonocular terrain . . . (such as elections)” (p. 11). In other words, the gaze has 
power only to the extent that it is accompanied, and indeed preceded, by 
some form of actual physical or vocal control—the existence of periodic 
elections, the rule of law, the coercion of the state, and so forth. Despite this 
initial concession, though, the rest of the book proceeds as if it did not matter 
and the gaze was sufficient to found a new conception of popular sovereignty. 
This, of course, is implausible. Consider Tunisia and Egypt—countries 
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where, prior to the revolutions, there were none of the institutions of a real, 
functioning “vocal” democracy. No amount of gaze would have been suffi-
cient, there, to tame the leaders. In the end, it took the actual physical gather-
ing of people in public squares, the growling and furious sounds of the crowd, 
their voice and not just their gaze, to push tyrants away and regain some 
control. If it is the case that the gaze ultimately remains dependent on the 
voice, then I wonder if some of Green’s concepts and reform proposals could 
not be helpfully enrolled to reenergize the vocal model of democracy from 
within, rather than question and unsettle it from without, to give back to the 
people both their voice and their sight.

Watching the Burkean Trustee and Internet 
Politics through the Lens of Jeffrey Green’s The 
Eyes of the People

Eileen Hunt Botting, University of Notre Dame

In 1774, the Member of the British House of Commons, Edmund Burke, gave 
a speech to his electors at Bristol, in which he defended his famous concep-
tion of the representative as a trustee of the people, not a delegate or mouth-
piece for their will, preferences, or interests. He concluded his speech with a 
deliberately ironic bit of flattery to his electors, claiming: “Your faithful 
friend, your devoted servant, I shall be to the end of my life: a flatterer you do 
not wish for.”15 In this concept of the representative as a “friend,” not a “flat-
terer,” of the people, and as an expert judge of the people’s interests, not a 
virtual or presumed mouthpiece for the people’s voice, Burke to some degree 
anticipated the philosophical and political debates that preoccupy Jeffrey 
Green in his excellent new addition to contemporary scholarship on theories 
of popular representation and plebiscitary democracy.

Just as Burke argued that he, as a Member of Parliament, was not bound 
to try to “flatter” the people by attempting to replicate, channel, or otherwise 
reproduce their preferences in his work as their representative, Green argues 
that representative democracy should not be understood as a “telephone line” 
between electors and the elected, by which the “vaporous” voice of the peo-
ple is mysteriously carried through to their elected legislators and executives 
(Green, 115). Rather, Green argues that representative democracy is better 
understood according to a fresh political metaphor: the eyes of the people. He 
contends that we should think of democracy in ocular terms—as a process by 
which we, the people, serve as spectators of our representatives, keeping 
them accountable by making them feel watched. Similarly to Green and other 
plebiscitary theorists of democracy, Burke’s trustee model began with the 
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premise of the impossibility of realizing the popular voice or will through the 
representative legislative process.

With a profound irony that only a colonized Irishman in the British 
Parliament could exhibit, Burke’s 1774 speech to his electors in Bristol sug-
gested that any attempt to serve as their mouthpiece would be nothing but 
flattery, since it was not possible to capture and transmit their preferences as 
a cohesive whole. Yet he could rationally discern—in concert with other 
expert and moral parliamentarians—what was best for his nation and the 
people of his district, then legitimately act on it: “Parliament is a deliberative 
assembly of one nation, with one interest, that of the whole; where, not local 
purposes, not local prejudices ought to guide, but the general good resulting 
from the general reason of the whole.”16 He flattered them, nonetheless, in 
asking them permission to be their trustee—even after they had elected him.

This political performance on the part of Burke—the ironic spectacle of 
asking his people permission to let him do what he thought right for the 
nation as their legislative representative, because of their inability to relay the 
common good to him and his inability to aggregate their diverse preferences 
into a conception of the rational good of the whole—illustrates some of the 
fascinating moral and political problems that Green’s book addresses. If rep-
resentative democracy is not about representing the voice of the people, then 
what is the function of representatives and the represented in democracy? 
Under the Burkean view, and, as I read it, in Green’s view, the function of 
representatives is to act and perform in a spectacle of democratic politics. The 
function of the people is to serve as spectators, whose peering and seemingly 
omniscient eyes quietly threaten and disrupt the actors, making them ad-lib 
on the political stage. Indeed, the eyes of the electors seemed to occasion 
Burke’s candor, as well as his ultimate sense of accountability to Bristol. His 
ironic yet cocky candor with his electors in 1774 led him to react to their 
displeasure with his trustee model of representation by refraining from run-
ning for MP of their city in 1780.17 Even then, his speech in declining the 
nomination reinforced his self-representation as a trustee not needing to fully 
survey the will of the people: “I have not canvassed the whole of this city in 
form. But I have taken such a view of it as satisfies my own mind that your 
choice will not ultimately fall upon me.”18

Burke’s 1774 speech to his electors at Bristol had projected his legitimacy 
as a trustee: “You choose a member indeed; but when you have chosen him 
he is not a member of Bristol, but he is a member of parliament.”19 Yet he was 
also aware of the precarious character of this legitimacy and the authority it 
gave him. Burke’s sense of double-consciousness—as a colonized Irishman 
and an assimilated British politician—made him all too aware of how this 
power could be wrested from him at any moment.20 This insecurity may have 
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driven his lofty rhetorical appeals to divine providence as a justification of 
his trusteeship. He portrayed his “mature judgment” and “enlightened con-
science” as “a trust from Providence, for the abuse of which he is deeply 
answerable.”21 The election of 1780, when Burke felt compelled to withdraw 
his candidacy for the Bristol seat in favor of Malton, indicates the fragility of 
these appeals to his divinely sanctioned authority and elite political wisdom. 
Burke’s long-term failure to convincingly perform as a trustee for the people 
of Bristol begs us to ask: what do his political mistakes teach us about the 
enduring applicability of the concept of democracy as an ironic spectacle?

In the context of the modern media, where we, the people, tend to receive 
our political information through viewing of carefully staged and scripted 
news programs on television or YouTube videos shared in our online social 
networks, perhaps ocular democracy is better conceived as a kind of watch-
ing rather than a kind of spectatorship. In Shakespeare’s Globe theatre, where 
the audience was famously interactive with the actors, or even in Burke’s 
meeting hall in Bristol, where the candidate felt compelled to flatter the elec-
tors despite his pretense to the opposite, the relationship between spectator 
and spectated was dialectical: each was responsive to the actions, or expected 
actions, of the other. In modern media, especially since the internet has come 
to dominate it, we, the people, do not spectate in this interactive or dialectical 
sense so much as we watch in a more passive, distant, yet eerily all-knowing 
sense.

No longer does the elite Burkean trustee have the God’s-eye view in dem-
ocratic politics, but rather we, the people, have usurped the God’s-eye view 
through the diffusion of our “eyes” via the modern media. Whereas the pan-
opticon of Bentham’s prison was directed toward the inward, all-seeing, all-
knowing surveillance of the inmates within its walls, the panopticon of our 
time has inverted itself, turning outward, marshaling the power of the internet 
to empower us to watch our politicians, or at least make them always “feel 
like” someone is watching them. As Weber, Key, and Schumpeter theorized, 
we may not be able to convey our will via our representatives, but we can 
retrospectively judge their political performances, and periodically “vote the 
bums out” in the market economy of electoral competition (Green, 112–77).

This brings me to a friendly question for Green, which is, does it matter 
that we actually watch our politicians? Or is the threat of watching them 
enough to keep them on their metaphorical toes? In practical terms, the spread 
of internet-based media seems to have made us potential or hypothetical 
watchers, rather than actual watchers. We, the people, appear to be one step 
further removed from ideal models of robust democratic participation.

Recent internet trends such as the controversial yet incredibly popular 
short film Kony 2012 illustrate how the modern media can encourage a kind 
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of passive watching and simplistic reception of complex political problems. 
Kony 2012 was produced by the organization Invisible Children, which seeks 
to raise awareness and visibility of the problem of the Lord’s Resistance 
Army’s forcible impressment of children as soldiers in its past two decades of 
armed conflict in eastern and central Africa.22 Although the film is fairly 
sophisticated in its deliberate manipulation of ideas and images of internet 
social networking, popular awareness, and political theatricality to raise con-
sciousness of these crimes against children, the thirty-minute internet video 
has been trenchantly critiqued by non-Western and Western commentators 
alike for failing to communicate the complexity of the political issues on the 
ground in eastern and central Africa.23 As the Ethiopian-American novelist 
Dinaw Mengestu recently wrote,

In the world of Kony 2012, Joseph Kony has evaded arrest for one dominant 
reason: Those of us living in the western world haven’t known about him, and 
because we haven’t known about him, no one has been able to stop him. The 
film is more than just an explanation of the problem; it’s the answer as well. It’s 
a beautiful equation that can only work so long as we believe that nothing in the 
world happens unless we know about it, and that once we do know about it, 
however poorly informed and ignorant we may be, every action we take is 
good, and more importantly, “makes a difference.”24

Mengestu’s commentary on Kony 2012 raises important questions for 
media-savvy democratic theorists. In the spirit of Robert Dahl’s questioning 
of who governs, we ought to ask: Who is watching? To whom have the 
oppressed been invisible, and why?25 Does the internet make their plight 
more visible, or more opaque, to the people who “watch” them or their politi-
cal leaders? In light of these questions, the new democratic culture of “watch-
ing” politics could be less a vehicle for a cosmopolitan ethic of care, and 
more for an Orwellian dystopia in which our cultural biases are reinforced by 
the scripts of the media. Perhaps the panopticon has inverted itself again, 
turning us into the Foucaultian inhabitants of Plato’s cave (Green, 246n44). 
We may be watching shadows on the walls of our laptop screens, with the 
pleasing illusion of control that only a click of a mouse can give.

Tying these problems together, I wonder if the political mistakes of Burke 
might provide insight into how to escape this current democratic predicament 
of ocular passivity. Burke’s decision to publicly adopt the trustee model of 
representation was politically unwise. His ironic posture provides no protec-
tion, or sympathetic regard, from the eyes of the people. They “see through” 
his placating intentions and ultimately judge him as an inattentive, self-serv-
ing, and lame duck representative of the Bristol district.

 at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on February 14, 2014ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/


14 Political Theory 

The relationship of Kony 2012 to its internet audience poses a set of com-
parable political problems on a dramatically different stage. The opening 
scenes of Kony 2012 display an ironic self-awareness of the ways that inter-
net media pervades our lives, relationships, and identities. We are shown the 
abstract revolving globe of the earth, from the apparently God’s-eye perspec-
tive of outer space, and asked to reflect on how social media nonetheless ties 
us together across the continents. The film proceeds to argue, through the 
filmmaker’s interviews with his very young son and a former LRA child-
soldier, that “watching” Kony 2012 is in itself the obvious starting point for 
solving the problem of social justice faced by the “invisible children” of east-
ern and central Africa. The interviews are often poignant, but are also explic-
itly sentimental and even emotionally exploitative of the audience’s sense of 
obligation toward these children and future generations of children. The film 
adopts a deliberately ironic posture toward its own emotive appeals to global 
social networking and the moral insights of children. Ultimately, the film is 
saying: you are being visually manipulated into caring about these children, 
whom you would have already known were victims of a decades-long war if 
you were half as smart as the average child.

The additional, and most damaging, irony has not been lost on many a 
viewer: the film neither succeeds in adopting an intercultural perspective on 
social justice nor in pushing forward an authentic sense of connection 
between peoples across the global North and South. In April 2012, a riot at a 
screening of the film in Gulu—which left one person dead and many 
injured—sadly captures the dangerous social consequences of the ironies of 
Kony 2012. The rioters were angry at the film’s lack of concern for the per-
spectives of northern Ugandan people, especially those who had been con-
scripted to fight for the LRA.26

There are three main political lessons that theorists of ocular democracy 
may draw from audience responses to Burke in Bristol and to Kony 2012 
around the world. First, plebiscitarians are better off resisting the urge to 
acknowledge the ironies of their advocacy and practice of representative 
democracy, especially when playing a leadership role. Second, democratic 
audiences might take advantage of the critical opportunities presented by 
such blunders (or miscalculated candor) in their leaders’ performances, as 
Green argues. Third, an actively watching people might be developed over 
time by encouraging youth around the globe to use civics education, intercul-
tural dialogue, and social media (especially independent and inexpensive 
web-based videos or podcasts) to shape critical public opinion and engage-
ment on questions of social justice at the national, international, and perhaps 
even authentically transnational levels.
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Lots’a Gotcha Moments for the Deciders: Jeffrey 
Green’s Eyes of the People

Ruth Abbey, University of Notre Dame

My questions about The Eyes of the People: Democracy in an Age of 
Spectatorship are posed in the spirit of support and admiration for Jeffrey 
Green’s accomplishment. This is as an excellent work of political theory: 
intelligent, thoughtful, and thorough, while also being original. It is realistic 
and grounded, clearly written and argued, and exhibits intellectual maturity 
by being honest about the limitations and lacunae of the thinkers and 
approaches Green admires.

As intimated in my praise for the book as realistic and grounded, I read 
Green as advancing a non-ideal approach to the question of popular sover-
eignty. Importing terminology from the work of John Rawls seems like an 
apposite way of characterizing Green’s approach. A non-ideal theory faces 
squarely issues of inequality, injustice, and oppression in the political rela-
tions of societies that espouse the goods of equality, respect, fairness, and 
freedom for all. This non-ideal approach is manifested in Green’s insistence 
that the modern conditions of mass democracy threaten the idea of equality 
and self-rule in contemporary democratic societies: “Exclusion and the spec-
tatorship it engenders are fundamental to the contemporary experience of 
democracy” (Green, 68, cf. 29–30, 47). He further insists that democratic 
theory has a duty to take this condition seriously and not remain in the clouds 
of ideal theory by simply articulating ideals and models that can never be 
realized. “Political philosophy of a democratic stamp has a special obligation 
to develop political principles in a manner that respects the everyday struc-
ture of political experience” (Green, 6, cf. 3–4, 16, 36–37, 47, 202).27

While facing these problems squarely, Green tries to navigate a middle 
course between the Scylla of unattainable ideals and the Charybdis of disap-
pointment and despair (7).28 He does this by advancing his principle of candor, 
which will make the spectatorship to which most citizens are confined more 
powerful. Pellucid without being pessimistic, Green’s outlook inspires his 
selective reclamation of the plebiscitarian tradition of democratic thinking and 
his formation of a spectatorial model of democracy (Green, 32, 129, 159).

How the Two Models of Democracy Relate

My first question comes from the suspicion that Green sometimes exagger-
ates the distance and the difference between the two models of democracy he 
delineates. I see them as more complementary and perhaps even symbiotic 
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than he seems to permit. The vocal model of democracy, which focuses on 
voting in elections, seems to be what gets the spectatorial model in general, 
and the principle of candor in particular, going. After all, leaders care about 
being seen by those who might vote for them. They have no interest in how 
they are seen by non-citizens, nor even really by the large swathe of Americans 
who never vote.29

So the vocal model, with its emphasis on elections, seems to be prior and 
preconditional to the spectatorial model, even if the spectatorial model accu-
rately captures the way most nonleaders participate in democratic politics 
most of the time. I think of the two models by analogy with a clock face: we 
start at midnight (or noon) with the vocal model, which explains why elec-
tions matter. One hand then moves slowly down and around to the number 6, 
and during its passage from 12 to 6, we have the spectatorial model, which is 
the condition of most citizens, most of the time (Green, 4–5, 32). But at 6:30 
the vocal model reappears, because the telos of spectatorship is the election, 
or some other means by which people pass judgment on leaders—such as a 
referendum or recall vote. Between 6:30 and midnight (or noon) we are back 
to the spectatorial model, and so on, in a revolving cycle.

Green does occasionally acknowledge this sort of interaction between the 
two models, conceding that “the ocular model is not absolutely hostile to the 
vocal model in every case . . . it may be . . . that ocular power is underwritten 
by the vocal one: that without elections, leaders would have little obligation 
to make public appearances, let alone candid ones” (Green, 15, cf. 12–13). 
But despite the occasional nod to their connection, the overall thrust of his 
presentation is to distinguish the two models. Consider, for example, his 
assertion that “a plebiscitary politics grounded on the ocular ideal of candor . 
. . suggest[s] an alternative moral universe . . . ” (Green, 19, cf. 119, 188, 
210).30

At times, Green presents the spectatorial model as silent watching, even 
though the watchers are also listeners and interpreters. He acknowledges that 
the watchers are also listeners in a note appended to the first chapter (Green, 
213n2) and in his claim that “sight and hearing, the passive organs of sense . 
. . typify the modern experience of being-ruled” (Green, 40, emphasis in orig-
inal), but the fact that audiences are listening as well as watching needs more 
acknowledgment than this. The audience is also interpreting what they see 
and hear, which leads me to a concern that what Green’s differentiation of the 
vocal from the ocular model occludes is that both are verbal. Not only do vot-
ers “speak” during elections, even if they are listeners for most of the time 
between them, but even when spectating, voters are actively making sense of 
the words and deeds of leaders, and this they do through language. Pace his 
reference above to the passive organs of sense, spectators and auditors are not 
as passive as Green makes them out to be when referring to “the passive, 
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nonparticipatory, spectatorial nature of everyday political life” (Green, 17, 
emphasis in original), and “the all-too-common passive experience of being 
silent and deferring to the decision making of a select cadre of political elites” 
(Green, 28, emphasis in original). He later refers to “the nonsovereign major-
ity, silent and passive, for whom political experience primarily consists of 
spectatorship” (Green, 58) and says that “the everyday experience of politics 
is the passive spectatorship of the select few who are engaged in public deci-
sion making” (Green, 61). Instead of being passive viewers and listeners, 
people are actively interpreting the information they see and hear.

To the adverb actively I would add variously. Attention to the fact that 
viewers are not just interpreting what they see and hear as and after they see 
it, but will do this differently from one another, corrodes some of the unity 
Green imputes to the viewing audience in a democracy. Different viewers and 
hearers will come away from performances of leaders with very different 
“take aways” from what they just saw and heard, and these diverging impres-
sions will influence their next opportunity to voice their interpretations in an 
election. Once again, Green acknowledges this to some extent (Green, 210), 
but does not drive home its full implications. This point about diverse inter-
pretations of the same event has repercussions for the principle of candor, 
because it signals that not all viewers are going to interpret the same happen-
ing, admission, or reaction as candid. Some will see it as a gotcha moment, 
while others will interpret the leader’s statement or reactions more sympa-
thetically, depending in large part of course on their existing political orienta-
tion and predilections.

As this indicates, partisanship and the associated cognitive biases that 
most people bring to their interpretations of political events dilute the critical 
impact of the principle of candor. Perhaps this principle is most apposite for 
that sector of the electorate that identifies itself as independent and which 
might genuinely be swayed by a politician’s moment of candor. Perhaps it is 
also relevant when we can control to some extent for partisanship—in a pri-
mary contest for example—and the viewers might plump for Romney over 
Santorum or Clinton over Obama because of a moment of candor on the part 
of one or the other. But my general point here is that the witnessing of candor 
is unlikely to be a uniform experience: candor will be interpreted differently 
by different parts of the electorate. And note again how easily the discussion 
lapses into a concern with elections, suggesting again that the two models are 
not quite as separable as Green often suggests.

Between Governor and Outsider

There is another way in which Green tends to overstate the unity of the spec-
tating audience. However his two models of popular sovereignty—the 

 at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on February 14, 2014ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/


18 Political Theory 

dominant vocal one and the ocular—interact, these two models coexist in the 
book with what is actually a tri-partite distinction within the people. The first 
component of Green’s depiction of the democratic citizenry comprises the 
leaders, deciders, or governors, who hold power temporarily but who emerge 
from, and will be reabsorbed into, the electorate (Green, 32). The second is 
“an intermediate position of citizenship in which there is meaningful psycho-
logical involvement with politics, but which nevertheless does not lead to 
active participation in political life” (Green, 33, cf. 35, 48, 53). The third 
stratum consists of the apolitical citizen who “takes little interest in public 
affairs, lacks knowledge about government, has no sense of being an effica-
cious actor, and either does not vote or votes without a clear sense of what is 
being selected” (Green, 33). These latter two strata occupy the space “between 
governor and outsider” and comprise the category of “citizen-being-ruled” 
(Green, 35).

Green’s political ethic is, therefore, binary but his population has three 
constituencies. With two models of popular sovereignty, and three distinct 
subgroups within the people, there is a slippage internal to Green’s theory. As 
far as I can tell, the spectatorial model only applies to the intermediate group. 
The third group of apolitical citizens are not even spectators: they come to 
politics with eyes wide shut. To use another of Green’s metaphors, this group 
never visits the political zoo (Green, 33). The statistics on pages 49–50 sug-
gest that 5–10 percent of the population actively participate; 60–70 percent 
are at least minimally involved—the viewers as Green would portray them. 
But that leaves between 20 and 35 percent of the population as not involved 
at all. Yet Green’s theory has nothing to say to or about this group. They are 
largely invisible in his spectatorial model. They too are citizens-being-ruled 
but they do not watch the rulers and so cannot, presumably, be empowered by 
the increase in candor.

Yet the incompleteness of Green’s conception of the people is eclipsed by 
his claim that the spectators are synonymous with the people:

a key effect of a plebiscitary account of democracy is to provide the citizen-
being-ruled with a larger group to which he or she can belong; namely, the 
People—defined as the mass of everyday citizens understood in their collective 
capacity . . . the People designates a political entity that might be termed the 
organization of the unorganized: political spectators linked together in their 
shared experience of nondecision, nonpreference, and relative subordination to 
political elites. (Green, 62–63, emphasis in original, cf. 6)

Having nothing to say to or about this third group of apolitical citizens makes 
Green’s ocular model a more partial, in the sense of incomplete, account of 
popular sovereignty than he ever acknowledges. The people are all 
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citizens-being-ruled but are not, by Green’s own admission, all spectators. 
The category of “the people” is broader than that of spectators. Spectatorship 
cannot, therefore, provide the unifying thread of the people that Green repeat-
edly declares it can (Green, 28, 118, 178, 206). The third apolitical stratum 
constitutes a significant portion of the people and should, by his own logic, 
be of concern to democratic theorists.

The Paradox of the People

Green’s incomplete account of the people leads me to conclude that he should 
separate the phenomenon of spectatorship from his attempt to redeem in a 
meaningful way the category of the people (Green, 27–28, 68, 206, 209, 68). 
Only some of the people are spectators, yet the category of “the people” should 
cover all citizens. We need either to find a more inclusive way of portraying 
the people’s experience than spectatorship or admit that it is too hard to give a 
phenomenology of the category of the people. This latter option leads to the 
bigger question of whether nonideal democratic theory even needs a concep-
tion of the people. I think the answer is yes, persuaded by Charles Taylor’s 
argument that in order to function and prosper, democracy needs to generate 
and sustain a strong sense of “we the people”; a robust sense of the collective 
democratic decision-making body. Participants need to believe themselves to 
be listened to, and heard, by their fellow citizens in order to consider their 
democracy legitimate.31 But the category of “the people” is and probably must 
remain a paradox: on the one hand, it can never be realized, but on the other 
hand, it is indispensable to any critical and progressive democratic theory.32

Reply to Critics

Jeffrey Edward Green, University of Pennsylvania

I am grateful to the contributors for the generosity of their critical attention. 
Their comments provide an occasion for me not only to defend and clarify cer-
tain elements of The Eyes of the People (EOP) but also to learn how many of the 
ideas pursued in the book might be developed further in the future. I organize 
my response to their contributions around five issues: (1) the relationship of 
EOP to Burke and the trustee model of representation; (2) the relationship 
between the vocal and ocular models of popular empowerment; (3) the question 
of whether spectatorship is as collective a phenomenon as EOP alleges; (4) the 
question of whether EOP fails to account for the active, participatory potential 
of spectatorship and ordinary citizenship; (5) the question of whether the People 
is better jettisoned than reformulated in ocular terms.

 at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on February 14, 2014ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/


20 Political Theory 

1. Situating EOP vis-à-vis Burke and the Trustee Model of 
Representation

Eileen Hunt Botting appeals to Burke’s 1774 speech to the electors at Bristol 
to illustrate the “moral and political problems” that EOP seeks to address. 
The relevance of Burke, Botting suggests, is twofold. On the one hand, 
Botting’s trusteeship model of representation—in which parliamentarians are 
supposed to rely on their own deliberative reflection in determining public 
matters, rather than act as mere mouthpieces, or delegates, for their constitu-
ents’ preexisting preferences—conceptualizes representation in a manner 
seemingly in harmony with EOP’s strong doubts about how well ordinary 
citizens in contemporary mass democracies have their collective preferences 
reflected in the legislative output of the state. On the other hand, Botting 
appeals to the choreography of Burke’s speech—his actual appearance before 
an assembled group of onlookers in a manner that, because Burke did not 
fully control the event, carried with it a certain amount of political risk, 
uncertainty, and unpredictability—as an instance of candor as I define the 
term and, also, as a form of public appearance potentially threatened in our 
own era where leaders appear to us, not directly, but mediated through televi-
sion and other technologies.

I share Botting’s sense of the aptness of the Burke example to the claims 
and concerns of EOP and would add, only, that the example’s usefulness 
stems as much from how it departs from the spirit of the book as precurses it. 
With regard to the first of the two points of linkage—representation—if 
Burke’s trustee model is grounded, as Botting emphasizes, on the impossibil-
ity of a legislature being able “to capture and transmit [the electorate’s] pref-
erences as a cohesive whole,” then Burke’s defense of trusteeship does seem 
to follow upon a concern very similar to my own: the profound difficulty of 
even cognizing a genuine popular will for most issues. If, however, Burke’s 
objection to delegation is not so much the absence of a popular will but its 
inferiority to the reasoned deliberation of elite parliamentarians (a reading 
which seems to follow from Burke’s objection to leaders flattering the 
People), then I would understand Burke’s theory as a version of the usual 
conceptualization of popular power as a vocal, expressive, legislative force 
waiting to be channeled into laws and policies. That Burke rejects the propri-
ety of such channeling does not mean that he rejects the ontological concep-
tion of the People’s power in terms of voice—and, if he does not reject this 
conception, then I depart from Burke precisely in my critical account of this 
prevalent ontology. Further, if Burke finds in the trustee model a mode by 
which leaders might attain full legitimacy—because he thinks elected parlia-
mentary leaders do tend to realize policies consonant with “the general 
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good”—this too departs from the argument of EOP which finds in the impos-
sibility of fully realizing the delegate model of representation one key source 
for why leaders in contemporary mass democracy lack full legitimacy 
(another, related key source being that it never seems possible to say with 
complete confidence that elected representatives are in fact realizing the 
common good).

With respect to the second point of linkage, I agree that Burke’s speech is 
an excellent concrete example of a leader’s appearance on a public stage—
and I also accept Botting’s concerns that this interactive form of appearance 
(where audience members can interject in real time) risks having its critical 
potential neutralized by the rise of unidirectional, mediated political com-
munication. Botting’s distinction between the interactive spectatorship of the 
onlookers in 1774 and the mere watching of television viewers today under-
lines these worries. And, in somewhat different terms, Botting expresses a 
similar apprehension when she speculates about a twofold transformation: 
namely, that the panoptical model whereby the few can achieve surveillance 
over the many (as in Foucault’s analysis of the modern prison) has ushered in 
not only promising synoptical possibilities whereby the many can survey the 
few (e.g., the new degree to which leaders are under heightened surveillance, 
in large part because as Hélène Landemore points out an increasing number 
of ordinary citizens carry cameras with them at all times and can easily share 
their recordings on a common site), but, with these, the real threat of citizens 
watching meaningless, or, worse, manipulative, spectacles of their leaders 
(what Botting nicely describes as an inverted panopticon in which citizens 
are turned into “Foucauldian inhabitants of Plato’s cave”). If I depart from 
Botting here at all, and I am not sure that I do, it is not that I am without such 
concerns but that I think candor, the principle that leaders appear under con-
ditions they do not control, has as vital a role to play in regulating mediated 
public appearances as in direct, interactive ones. While it is true that citizens 
in contemporary mass democracy watching politics on television (often long 
after the events being watched actually transpired) cannot interact with their 
leaders, if the content of what they watch is candid—such that leaders are 
precluded from orchestrating their messages in a controlled, uncontested 
fashion, but must appear under conditions of risk and uncertainty—then the 
Orwellian potential of our mediated politics, I think, will be reduced not aug-
mented. What matters from the perspective of generating authentic as 
opposed to manipulated spectatorship, I believe, is not that the spectators 
themselves interact with leaders (especially given the highly limited, reactive 
expressivity that has always shaped such audience interjections), but that 
someone or something interact with leaders so that they do not completely-
control the conditions of their publicity.
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2. The Relationship of the Vocal and Ocular Models

Another concern raised by contributors involves the relationship between the 
two models of popular empowerment. Ruth Abbey questions whether I exag-
gerate the difference between the vocal and ocular models, since it would 
seem that the vocal model is “prior and preconditional to” the ocular model 
and that, relatedly, my analysis of the ocular model continually “lapses into a 
concern with [the necessarily vocal institution] of elections.” Melissa 
Schwartzberg also expresses this worry when she writes of EOP that “the 
ultimate means by which legislators are ‘disciplined’ is not the gaze itself, but 
the ballot”—so that the ocular model “cannot entirely supplant [the vocal 
model] as Green sometimes suggests that it should.” Likewise, Landemore 
takes issue with how parts of EOP proceed “as if it did not matter . . . that the 
gaze, no matter how empowered, is still dependent on the voice.”

The relationship between the two models is complex, since while distinct 
they are not altogether opposed. Abbey, Schwartzberg, and Landemore rec-
ognize this complexity—they acknowledge that EOP does make the point 
that the two models need not conflict and can work in tandem—but they think 
my overall emphasis nonetheless is to distinguish the models as separate 
alternatives and that this move remains in some respects unpersuasive. In 
response to this point, I think it is helpful to differentiate the origins of popu-
lar power from the field in which popular empowerment manifests itself. 
EOP holds that while both models may ultimately share the same origins 
(insofar as the threat of losing elections motivates leaders, both to try to make 
decisions that will seem consonant with the people’s alleged voice and to 
withstand critical publicity before the people’s eyes), they are more likely to 
diverge in their conceptualization of how popular empowerment should be 
manifested.33 Even with regard to this latter dimension there is a possibility 
for overlap, but if EOP emphasizes the potential for divergence, it is because 
the question of the field of popular empowerment makes a palpable differ-
ence in how reformist energies, always scarce, are to be expended. With 
regard to debates, for example, the vocal model might suggest that the key 
thing is to find ways to include representatives of the People’s voice (e.g., 
audience questions), whereas the ocular model recognizes that it is precisely 
by eliminating such outside interventions that the candor of the debates 
would be maximized (i.e., without third parties, the candidates would have no 
choice but to engage in cross-examination with each other, the format that 
arguably carries with it the highest potential for risk and spontaneity). 
Likewise, an “ocular democrat,” inspired by the ancient Athenian practice of 
euthynai (or public audits) would support having leaders, following their 
term in office, compelled to provide public testimony about their conduct 

 at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on February 14, 2014ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ptx.sagepub.com/
http://ptx.sagepub.com/


Book Review 23

(perhaps with immunity)—a practice which might seem unhelpful (because 
retrospective, non-legislative, and disruptive) from the perspective of the 
vocal model, but deeply satisfying (because providing an institutional source 
of candor) when considered in ocular terms. More generally, it can be said 
that whereas the tendency of the vocal model is to focus on the content of 
political communication (what is said and done) in evaluating popular 
empowerment, the ocular perspective attends to the form of political com-
munication (e.g., how candid it is)—and if it is true that these two perspec-
tives need not conflict, I believe they are sufficiently different from each 
other in the reforms they suggest to support the rhetoric of “alternatives” 
upon which, as Abbey, Schwartzberg, and Landemore rightly note, I often 
rely.

3. Is Spectatorship As Collective an Experience As EOP Alleges?

Abbey also questions whether spectatorship can “provide the unifying thread 
of the people that Green repeatedly declares it can.” She points out that while 
I initially acknowledge the “apolitical citizen”—who is neither an active gov-
ernor nor a spectator—I go on to treat spectatorship as a phenomenon apply-
ing to the collective, non-elite citizenry. This is a great observation, but I 
believe its significance is less that it challenges the phenomenon of a widely 
shared spectatorship than it indicates how within certain polities—notably 
the United States—democratization has not led to a widely shared prosperity, 
but unfortunately has been consistent with a deeply underprivileged eco-
nomic minority whose insufficient access to basic resources like health care, 
safety, and education exposes the inadequacy of merely formal democratic 
rights like universal suffrage. I take it as a legitimate objection to my book 
that it says nothing about this underprivileged group—and hardly anything 
about the broader issue of the impact of economic inequality on politics—and 
I hope that future work can do better in these regards. But with respect to the 
specific issue of spectatorship, I think that it is in fact defensible to appeal to 
spectatorship as something virtually all ordinary citizens, underprivileged or 
otherwise, share in their bearing toward politics. Milbrath’s influential 1965 
study on political participation, which estimated 30 percent of the population 
as being apolitical, reveals its datedness in precisely this respect: the prolif-
eration of television and internet, along with preexisting print journalism, 
means that, perhaps more so than ever before, it is difficult to escape political 
spectatorship entirely.34 EOP invokes the apolitical citizen more as a figure 
that recurs in democratic theory (a merely economic agent who, it is impor-
tant to note, still votes and so is not completely outside of politics) than as a 
credible account of the bearing of ordinary citizens toward political life.
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4. Does EOP Underestimate the Active, Participatory Potential 
of Spectatorship and Ordinary Citizenship?

As Landemore rightly observes, equally important as the aspirational ambi-
tion of EOP to delineate a progressive norm for democratic spectatorship 
(i.e., candor) is its critical-diagnostic ambition to demonstrate a pervasive 
tendency within democratic theory, both past and present, to overstate ordi-
nary citizens’ opportunities to actively shape the norms and conditions of 
public life. I take the claims that I have overlooked aspects of spectators’ 
potential control over what they see—from Botting regarding the allegedly 
interactive forms of political spectatorship common prior to the rise of mod-
ern technologies and from Abbey regarding my inattention to the degree to 
which “people are actively interpreting the information they see and hear”—
as arguments that, even if true in some specific sense, are objectionable if 
they suggest ordinary citizens possess a level of empowerment equal to that 
of leaders or, in any case, sufficiently approximate to what the historic ideal 
of free and equal citizenship requires so as to merit our complacency. This 
tendency to exaggerate the power of ordinary people—and thus to resist con-
frontation with the heteronomic core of actual political life as it is experi-
enced by everyday citizens in its raw immediacy—is something that EOP 
tries to expose and criticize as a long-standing, still-enduring trope within the 
study of democracy, a trope which reveals how otherwise commendable 
democratic sensibilities (i.e., the commitment to free and equal citizenship) 
can promote unrealistic diagnoses about the present (e.g., the belief that the 
conditions of such citizenship are already being realized to a satisfactory 
degree).

Landemore challenges EOP’s pessimism regarding the structure of ordi-
nary citizenship less by insisting upon a more participatory form of spectator-
ship than by holding on to the enduring relevance of the vocal model. On the 
one hand, Landemore draws attention to recent events—like the revolutions 
in Tunisia and Egypt in 2011—in which, according to her, the “voice and not 
just [the] gaze [of] . . . the actual physical gathering of people in public 
squares . . . push[ed] tyrants away and regain[ed] some control.” On the other 
hand, she appeals to recent and future technologies that might “make it pos-
sible for more classical forms of vocal empowerment to be reconquered.” In 
response, I should restate that I do not deny that certain individual citizens or 
well-organized groups might influence public policy. What I reject is the 
belief that the People (the collection of ordinary citizens taken as a whole) 
regularly performs this function or that such successful instances of represen-
tation are typical of ordinary (as opposed to exceptional) political experience. 
It strikes me that the Arab Spring is as much a caution about the applicability 
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of the vocal model as it is evidence for it, insofar as the protests involved the 
exceedingly rare instance of liberation (the binary delegitimation of regimes) 
rather than the ordinary and ongoing practice of self-legislation (the more 
subtle and expressive determination of concrete laws and policies). With 
regard to new and future technologies, I certainly do not want to discount the 
abstract possibility that these will drastically improve the participatory poten-
tial of democratic politics in mass democracy, but I believe it is a disservice 
to the reality of our situation to think that the examples Landemore cites are 
doing this. In fact, Landemore does not disagree as she herself acknowledges 
that in spite of the numerous developments she outlines (deliberative polling, 
citizen assemblies, participatory budgeting, the Open Government Initiative, 
seeclickfix.com, and Iceland’s use of crowd-sourcing to rewrite its constitu-
tion), “deliberative and participatory democracy on a mass scale still remains 
hard to envision and . . . we are still far from anything as radical as the pro-
ponents of e-democracy hope.” I believe our disagreement, if we have one, is 
less about excitement over the potential for future progress than about the 
importance of having any concrete, existing democracy attend to its funda-
mental shortcomings vis-à-vis historical ideals of equal participation and 
self-legislation.35 If I strongly emphasize such shortcomings, it is not merely 
because of any mood of pessimism, but because of the new normative (as 
opposed to only technological) possibilities opened up by facing them—and 
candor (with its focus on regulating never-fully-legitimate leaders rather than 
laws) would be a key example of such pessimistically infused normative 
innovation.

5. Should the Collective, Macrosubject of the People Be 
Abandoned?

A key challenge emerging from the critics is to question why I continue to 
rely on the idea of popular sovereignty at all. This point is made especially 
forcefully by Schwartzberg, who argues that by trying to replace the idea of 
sovereignty on an ocular rather than vocal register—instead of jettisoning the 
notion—I, first, run the risk of contradicting my overall point in exposing 
heteronomic features of ordinary political life and, second, I employ a hard-
to-verify, speculative macrosubject of the People (the mass of ordinary citi-
zens in their collective capacity) about which one might be rightly skeptical. 
Why not, she suggests, follow the sobriety which seems to inform other 
aspects of my critique of democratic theory and simply dispense with the 
metaphysics of popular sovereignty? What, after all, would be lost, 
Schwartzberg asks, if I spoke only of the eyes of “the aggregate or multitude 
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of citizens” rather than invoke the People? In other words, rather than note 
the unreality of the People conceived as sovereign self-legislator and then go 
on to find another conception of popular sovereignty, why not simply aban-
don the notion of sovereignty altogether—and, in particular, the problematic 
notion of the People on which it rests?

While I appreciate the desire for accuracy and clear-headedness underly-
ing such a criticism, one of the central premises of EOP is that the unreality 
of the People in a democratic society is a problem in need of solution. It is not 
just that the etymology of democracy would seem to require democratic citi-
zens to have some lively notion of the demos. More concretely, the loss of a 
meaningful notion of democratic peoplehood is the loss of non-atomistic 
avenues of empowerment. This loss represents an unwelcome deflation of the 
meaning of democracy—since, historically, a central promise of democracy 
was that an ordinary citizen would be connected to a larger, collective 
entity—the People—and that, in addition to considering the individual’s pri-
vate interest, the People’s interest would be formed and empowered. Rousseau 
captures this double aspect of democratic empowerment—its individual and 
collective components—when he hypothesizes a democratic citizen who 
after contributing his own preference in a political decision has to then con-
front the majority view as that of the People and, thus, as something to which 
his own preference ought to conform: “When, therefore, the opinion contrary 
to my own prevails, this proves only that I have made a mistake, and that 
what I believed the general will was not so.”36 Without a meaningful sense of 
democratic peoplehood, few think in such terms today. One need not accept 
Rousseau’s democratic theory in its specifics—certainly not his account of 
the general will—to express some nostalgia and legitimate longing for a dem-
ocratic society in which an everyday citizen had two chances for empower-
ment: one through the opportunity to voice one’s preference as an individual, 
the other through finding satisfaction that the special collective to which one 
belonged by virtue of living in a democracy—the demos—would be made to 
rule. Because I think part of the promise of democracy is the double empow-
erment of the ordinary citizen—both as an individual and also as a member 
of the People—I think problems with the leading paradigm of popular sover-
eignty as a vocal process ought to lead to a revision, but not abandonment, of 
our understanding of the People: specifically, to the reformulation of popular 
sovereignty in ocular terms.

To a certain extent, Abbey shares Schwartzberg’s concerns about my (or 
any) invocation of the People. She raises the possibility that we today might 
“admit that it is too hard to give a phenomenology of the category of the [P]
eople,” which leads her to ask “whether non-ideal democratic theory even 
needs a conception of the people.” Abbey, however, ultimately resists the 
suggestion that the People be jettisoned, since she thinks that “in order to 
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function and prosper, democracy needs to generate a strong sense of ‘we the 
people’: a robust sense of the collective democratic decision-making body” 
(emphasis added). Yet she also argues that any recovered conception of the 
category of the People “probably must remain in paradox: on the one hand, it 
can never be realized, but on the other hand it is indispensable to any critical 
and progressive democratic theory.” While I clearly share Abbey’s concern 
for holding on to a notion of the People—and while I also share her view that 
any conception of the People as a collective decision maker will be caught up 
in paradox—I depart from her in being skeptical about the ultimate value and 
emancipatory potential of a paradoxical conception of peoplehood. As I see 
it, one of the central attributes of any vital and democratically useful notion 
of the People should be that it allows us to know whether and to what degree 
the power of the People is in fact being exercised. The problem with the para-
doxical conception—a conception that has received a great deal of attention 
and support in recent years not just from Abbey, but from numerous other 
thinkers including Lefort, Rosanvallon, Honig, Frank, and in a sense 
Rancière—is that it is too easily circumvented in practice. If the people’s 
empowerment is accepted as paradoxical, we risk not only normalizing situ-
ations when it is legitimate that the People not rule, but losing clarity about 
when it is and is not ruling—something that exposes popular empowerment 
in the direst fashion to manipulation and effective neutralization by politi-
cians. And so, while I agree that customary conceptualizations of the People 
as a vocal, legislative being will lead to paradox—for me this is a chief reason 
to move beyond such traditional formulations and explore an alternate ontol-
ogy of popular power.
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