
 

Omnilegitimacy:  

From Representative Democracy toward Emerging Alternatives - 

A Brief-ing on the Future of Autonomous Decision-Making  

 

 

“The communities are promoting democracy. But the concept seems vague. There are 

many kinds of democracy. That’s what I tell them. I try to explain to them: ‘You can 

operate by consensus because you have a communal life.’ When we arrive at an 

assembly, they know each other, they come to solve a common problem. ‘But in other 

places it isn’t so,’ I tell them. ‘People live seperate lives and they use the assembly for 

other things, not to solve the problem.’ And they say, ‘no,’ but it means ‘yes, it works 

for us.’ And it indeed does work for them, they solve the problem. So they propose 

that method for the nation and the world. The world must organize itself thus…And it 

is very difficult to go against that because that is how they solve their problems.”  

Subcommandante Marcos 

(Blixen & Fazio) 



 2 

 The first section of this paper, ‘The Democratic Demand,’ will set out with a discussion of 

legitimacy and how it relates to the democratic ideal of “rule by the people,” as derived from the 

Ancient Greek root (demos = people, kratia= rule by). By taking this comprehensive measure of 

legitimacy as qualifying demand, it will be shown why representative democracy cannot measure up to 

it. Part two, ‘The Hegemonic Monstwer,’ will look to the premises of the the state at large, in order to 

explain how and why a division between the people and power is maintained. In reaction to this, 

arguments for a countervailing conception of politics will be investigated. ‘The Many Headed Monster’ 

seeks to reinstate decision-making authority to the will of the people and explore the possibility of 

stateless democracy, through the discussion of 20th century revolutionary councils as well as 

contemporary activist networks.  

 

 The conclusion to this paper elaborates a new proposal for a decision-making model, which 

meets the democratic demand for rule by the people and is therefore “omnilegitimate.” Developed 

throughout the paper are unique definitions and coinages, that are listed and defined, for the sake of 

clarity, in the glossary. Appendix A offers a comparative table, wherein the attributes and features of 

conventional state-based representative democracy are juxtaposed to those of a new, bottom-up form of 

democratic decision-making. Appendix B is a diagrammatic depiction of this new model, following 

from a formula developed throughout the text. Appendix C shows a scene from the May Day protests 

in NYC on May 1st, relating these theoretical ruminations and deductions about democracy back to the 

ferment out of which they were born.  

 

The Democratic Demand 

 

 Despite Rousseau’s association of the general will with a certain kind of forced generalization 

in service of the common good, there can be found in his discussion of this concept an interesting 
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deviation from this formula. In chapter III of Book II, he argues the general will “is concerned only 

with the common interest, the former [will of all] with interests that are partial, being itself the sum of 

individual wills. But take from the expression of these separate wills the pluses and the minuses - 

which cancel out, the sum of the differences is left, and that is the general will.” (Rousseau, pg. 202) 

This particular articulation of the general will is unique in Rousseau’s writing, and seems to contradict 

it as a notion based in a sovereign people that can, at times, override the individual will. Rousseau’s 

definition of the general will here is a technical one, which can be understood as the following: where 

all the differences of individual wills are accounted for, what remains is a general will. In a Venn 

diagram with two circles representing individual wills, the differences would occupy the separate parts 

and the general will the ellipsis of intersection.  

 

The Hegemonic Monster 

 

“‘State’ is the name of the coldest of all cold monsters. Coldly does it also lie; and 

this lie crawls from its mouth: ‘I, the state, am the people.’” -Friedrich Nietzsche (pg. 

49)  

 

 Increasingly radical articulations of the democratic ideal, such as Critchley’s and Rancière’s, 

show that institutional democracy manifested in the nation-states of today no longer stand up to 

scrutiny. In looking at the evolution of theoretical priorities from Hobbes to the present, a historical 

shift away from coercive unity and a pursuit of consensus, towards plurality and the preservation of 

dissensus can be identified. As a focus on the role of the individual and the people thus grows, the 

legitimacy of the forcefully unified state falters. What results could be described as a ‘legitimacy 

vacuum,’ that leads to a necessarily radical re-conception of politics. In opposition to codified and 

institutionalized means of negotiating power and authority, Rancière’s arguments lead him to call for 
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the dissolution of any form of political unity, whereas Critchley envisages a state of plural politicities. 

Understood as a reaction to forced consensus, embodied within the state as Laski’s monistic reduction, 

an appeal to dissensus and plurality is a welcome shift of focus. To the pursuit of a legitimate form of 

political cohesion that depends upon the approval of the demos, however, dissensus needs to be 

understood as part of a symbiotic interrelation; whose other half is consensus. As the plurality paradox 

has shown, these two cannot exist in equilibrium within the state, wherefore we must look to iterations 

of democracy independent of state sovereignty.  

 

The Many-Headed Response 

 

 Where a decision-solving approach is adopted that frames issues around problems, not interests, 

and is not based in rigid forms but fluid associations particular to those issues, the block mechanism 

can feasibly be integrated. Unique to the block mechanism of the consensus process, despite all 

potential pitfalls, is its ability to indicate the emergence of a general will i.e. consensus that has 

accounted for all dissent. A comprehensive legitimizing measure could thereby be achieved, provided 

the block only interfere with the emergent and non-incursive agreement of others. The threat of 

dissensus keeling over into the realm of consensus is real only to the extent that a decision-making 

body seeks to arrive at consensus for all, as opposed to building upon it wherever it emerges naturally. 

Though perhaps only a tenuously practicable claim, it is in this fine theoretical interstice (Lat. 

interstitium = stand between) between consensus and dissensus that the democratic claim has any hope 

of realization.  

 

Conclusion: 

 

“A new democracy must take account of the constituent dynamic of the multitude and 
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the fact that its plurality refuses to be reduced to an unum.” (Hardt and Negri, pg. 

310)  

 

 The view of democracy elaborated throughout this paper is one which stands in stark contrast to 

the present-day countenance of politics, whose rigid delineations of countries and constituencies 

require that decisions be made on behalf of the people. These delineations follow from a hostile world-

view that cites the threat of outside incursion and disorder as justifications for hierarchy - decision-

making from above. Today’s vacuum of legitimacy is thus tied directly to statist forms of governance, 

whose decisions derive from a hegemonic process of will-formation that is not fully contingent upon 

the approval of the people. Based in assumptions of external threat, this exercise of power produces the 

very effects that affirm its premises. It is in recognition of this circular fallacy that I have sought to 

invoke a countervailing and arguably utopian narrative, (compare: Appendix A) answering to the call 

for a more democratic society.  

 

  “Rule by the demos” - as this paper has argued - is a radical demand, which invalidates both 

majoritarian representative governance as well as all overarching political structures proceeding from 

an incomplete legitimizing belief, i.e. that mobilize power by the approval of a part, yet affect the 

whole. In opposition to the coercion of monistic totality, the plurality of the demos calls for bottom-up 

politics, where power is contingent upon the approval of the people. Only where consensus - 

empowered disagreement - is subject to the possibility of dissensus - empowered agreement - and vice 

versa, is the demand thus honored. Integral to this new democratic narrative is a two-fold belief: that a 

fluid conception of the people can give rise to much greater order than a rigid one, and that the people 

as a whole know better what is in their common interest than the few purporting to act on their behalf.  

  

 Democracy, in its ideal, embodies the unique possibility of true legitimacy, in which complete 
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approval exists and all disapproval has been accounted for. It is this intersection of the legitimizing 

body, i.e. the people - named in the Greek word-root ‘demos’ - and their legitimizing belief, that can 

give rise to a general will. The demos exerts itself with a more rigorous measure for legitimacy than the 

rule of strength. The advent of a general will indicates a satisfaction of such a measure, in the form of 

comprehensive agreement. The effect engendered by the general will is its legitimate justification for 

action. Where this is not met, a demand arises for some form of mediation and, given a failure to 

assuage dissensus - secession or stoppage.   

 

 It might seem that the view of politics advocated here is a sabotagist one, as it has the potential 

to curtail political activity altogether. Within a fluid association of individuals, however, a block would 

not necessarily imply the curtailment of action altogether, but rather, to the extent that it would affect 

those who disagree with it. Dissensus, whose tool is the ‘block,’ causes fragmentation: the mark of 

plurality. The general will, taken as a qualification of action, allows both for large-scale action and 

small-scale preservation of inaction.  

  

 Wherever instances of agreement occur on the local scale, the possibility of large-scale 

consolidation with other instances emerges. Break-away dissentient groups would be able to block their 

actions in one of two ways: to the extent that they would affect them, or completely. The particularity 

of the former type block must be noted: not to be conceived of so much as a general complete negation 

of mobilization, it is a tool of fragmentation specific to proposals. A block of the type that would 

invalidate action altogether would therefore have to assert its own legitimacy. Here arises the question 

“how can the legitimacy of a challenge to the legitimacy of a proposal be established?” The objectivity 

required of any endeavour that would be tasked with measuring a claim of individual coercion up to the 

projected impact of proposed actions, would be with difficulty met. A mediative body devoted to this 

form of empirical adjucation would, however, be necessary.  
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 Where the state as a sovereign, overarching exoskeleton is invalidated, what results is a 

facilitative structure whose sole designation is to be a medium for the mobilization of action, 

proceeding from the will of the people. It has no will of its own and its functions could basically be 

compared to those of a switchboard: Where agreement exists in one locale, it connects this agreement 

to all other instances of agreement in other locales. Where these connect, an order is formed that can be 

described as a fluctuative - i.e. specific to each instance - form of unity. Wherever there is 

disagreement, the structure blocks the ascencion of such propositions, thereby preserving plurality. 

This facilitative function could be assumed altogether by a computer program, whose algorithms allow 

agreement only to emerge where it constitutes a Rousseauian general will:: 

 1. Distribute proposals for publication to all locales likely affected by its proposed  action. 

 2. Allow a certain amount of time to pass.  

 3. Check for blocks:  

 3A. If there is no block, designate proposal as legitimate and allow action to    

 proceed.  

 3B. If block entails secession (specific block) allow action to proceed - on the    

 provison of it being non-incursive to blocker. 

 3C. Where there is a block calling for complete (complete block) stoppage,    

 notify local adjudicative body: 

   3.C.I. If adjucative body deems the complete block illegitimate,    

   proposition is allowed to proceed.  

   3.C.II. If adjucative body deems the complete block legitimate,    

   proposition is struck down and must be redrafted.  

  

 As the above delineation shows (also offered as diagrammatic representation in Appendix B), 
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proposals can be subject to two forms of block. The former - a specific block - would allow for a 

decision to go forward, on the condition that it preserve the blockers autonomy with regard to that 

decision. This block would be considered a secession from the body of consensus and the general will 

that follows, though it would neither invalidate this general will nor call for adjucation. It would, 

however, place a qualifying demand upon the proposition which, if disregarded, would invalidate the 

legitimacy of the action. The latter type of block - a complete block - would however call for negation 

of consensus and the prevention of a general will from forming on that proposition. Justified grounds 

for such a block might be: concern either about fundamental and universally detrimental implications 

of a proposition or that it could in no way be implemented in a manner that would preserve that 

individual’s will. A comprehensive block would be subject to the judgement of the judicial organ; its 

judgements would be reached by the same omnilegitimate decision-making process.  

 

 While it might seem fantastical that giving more power to the individual to call into question 

decisions would give rise to better ones, it is probable that where decisions are subject to more scrutiny 

and a more rigorous process of qualification is applied, agreement takes of greater weight. With the 

added weight of comprehensive legitimacy given to consensus, decisions take on an air of authority 

hitherto unknown. Though more rare, consensus, wherever it would emerge, could lay claim to 

universality. Counterintuitively, it would therefore seem, true political authority follows from the 

possibility of its complete negation by the demos. Such a rarification of legitimate decisions would 

therefore engender a shift in the sphere of politics: away from interest-negotiation and toward problem-

based politics. Underlying this claim is the belief that what can most readily be agreed upon by the 

people are universal problems, thereby qualifying these unqiuely for unified action.  

 

 A popular slogan of the Occupy movement declared: “All of our grievances are connected,” 

(see appendix C) revealing that at the heart of politics are common problems that need to be solved by 
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collective action. Although it could be argued that it is in our common interest that we solve problems, 

framing issues as problems calls for a cooperative mind-set, whereas framing them as interests calls for 

a competitive one. Though partially an argument about the proclivities of human nature, it is also one 

about the modern state-of-affairs, which is wrought with problems that customary majoritarian party-

politics have not effectively addressed, but have, in many cases, helped bring about. At least in part, 

this failure is attributable to a political ordering that presupposes interest-based conflict and seeks to 

suppress this by the disjunction of power between the people and their representatives.  

 

 Politics, in an omnilegitimate world, would differ most profoundly from what it is today 

understood to be. All organs of action would assume a fluid form to mobilize where there is consensus 

and work around dissensus. Under such circumstances, any distinction between power and the people 

previously sustained by sovereign hierarchies would disappear, politics would become a public affair 

and the democratic demand be redeemed by its transformation into a democratic reality. The 

omnilegitimate decision-making principles offered above, would enable the coexistence of unity and 

multiplicity wherever they came about freely, thus validating Rousseau’s general will and at last 

resolving the plurality paradox.  

 

 It is its rightful claim to being fully legitimate, that distinguishes the omnilegitimate form of 

democracy from those preceding it. As such, it can be understood as the culmination of an evolutionary 

process, whereby definitions of democracy have expanded to accomodate an ever-growing measure of 

a legitimizing-belief. At the same time, however, the unchanging ideal of democracy is contained 

within the Ancient Greek roots of the term, wherefore it could also be held that it has merely been 

waiting to be uncovered. For omnilegitimacy to take root and thus do justice by the democratic 

demand, it must be planted within the interstices of the increasingly cracked foundations of illegitimate 

power - growing to fill the legitimacy vacuum until all forms of coercion are blotted out. Like a 
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rhizomatic plant, hubs of legitimate action would put out horizontal shoots and connect with other 

hubs, growing around blocks wherever they manifested and reaching unknown heights.  
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Glossary:   

Authority: The recognized legitimacy of power by the demos.  
Autonomy: Manifestation of a will or wills free of coercion. Indicator of Omnilegitimacy.  
Block: Practical element of the democratic demand, whereby dissensus is made manifest and the 
possibility of a general will preserved. Two forms. (see: Complete block, Specific block) 
Coercion: Force - misrepresenting the will of the individual & acting on such misrepresentations, or 
disregard of wills altogether.   
Complete Block: The contestation of a proposal as a whole, calling for its complete stoppage- a call 
for the curtailment of the consensus among others, its legitimacy it established by showing how said 
proposal would practically infringe upon the right to exemption from its impact. A subjective claim, it 
would have to be judged by a disinterested adjudicative organ (see: Judiciary)  
Consensus: empowered agreement; a necessary component of the general will and the democratic 
demand.  
Delegitimizing Belief: The disagreement of individuals with a decision and curtailing the emergence of 
a general will.  
Democracy: Rule by the People. Power of the People. 
Democratic Demand: Implicit to the term democracy (anc. gr. demos = people, kratia = power, rule) - 
a call for decision-making power to be contingent upon the non-coerced approval of the comprehensive 
legitimizing measure that is the people as a whole, in accordance with its foundational value - being 
rule by the people.   
Democratic Foundational Value: Rule by the People. Power of the People. 
Democratic Legitimizing Measure: The people. Also: Omnilegitimizing Measure.  
Democratic Legitimacy-belief: The justifying approval of political action by the people, this being the 
foundational value of democracy.  
Demos: The people free of coercion - give rise to general will. 
Dissensus: empowered disagreement; a necessary component of the general will and the democratic 
demand.  
Foundational Value: That upon which a system of governance is based and from which it usually 
derives its name: i.e. (meritocracy, communism)  
General Will: Agreement of individual wills contingent upon the non-coercive approval of each and 
the absence of disagreement. Emerges from the Democratic Demand, indicating the satisfaction of its 
comprehensive legitimizing belief. Can be understood as both a litmus and a normative tool of non-
coercion.  
Hegemonic: Dominating, coercive, from above.  
Interstice: Vacuous spaces opened up within the state by its failures to address the democratic demand 
- locales for new bottom-up organization.  
Judiciary: An organ designated to judge the legitimacy of a block, composed of individuals not staked 
on the outcome and proceeding upon the emergence of a general will for its decisions.  
Legitimacy: Justification of political action, by appeal to an accordance with its foundational values. 
Legitimacy-belief: The justifying approval of a political action by a body of individuals; in the case 
where a systems foundational values appeal to such.   
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Legitimacy Vaccum: The absence of recognized decision-making authority, following from a failure 
to meet the democratic demand. (see: Interstice) 
Legitimizing Measure: The body of individuals named by a system’s foundational values, upon whose 
legitimizing belief it relies. (see: Democratic leg. measure) 
Monistic Reduction: The coercive reduction by the state of plurality to unity. (see: Public Opinion) 
Ochlos: The people subject to coercion - cannot give rise to general will.  
Omnilegitimacy: Exists where the democratic demand is honored and the only type of action is that 
proceeding from a general will.  
Omnilegitimizing Measure: The demos.  
Power: Decision-making capability.  
Plurality Paradox: The seemingly contradictory needs for unified action and unforced multiplicity. 
Representative democracy (and all state-based governance), by its representative disjunction, forces 
unity - thereby obfuscating but not resolving this question. Omnilegitimacy resolves this, by showing 
that the possibility of unity and multiplicity can coexist non-coercively.  
Public Opinion: Generalization of individual wills in pursuit of unity, type of monistic reduction used 
in rep. democracies - coercive.  
Representative Disjunction: Break in the causal link between the will of the people and decision-
making power inherent to rep. democracy. Stands in the way of true democracy.  
Sovereignty: Supreme power - can reside with the state or the people.  
Specific Block: The contestation of a proposal to the extent that it is thought to infringe upon 
individual’s will. Allowing a proposal to pass, it would attach a condition upon whereby the pursuant 
action could be deemed omnilegitimate insofar as it is the general will.  
State: A spatio-temporally rigid entity that is dependent upon a need for unified mobilization, which it 
attains forcefully. (see: Monistic Reduction) 
Tyranny of the Minority: The threat of blocking being used as a form of sabotage - a possibility best 
pre-empted by basing proposals around common problems, not interests, as well as the division of 
block types (see. specific block & complete block) and the formalization of a process of adjudication 
(see: Judiciary).  
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Appendix A:  
Table Comparing Main Features of Old and New Democracy.  
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Appendix B:  
Omnilegitimate Decision-Making 
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Appendix C: 

 
“All Our Grievances Are Connected...” 

taken May 1st, 2012 by Hans Kern 

 


