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Abstract
A perennial question of political thought is how to stabilize a just regime in the face of
disagreement. The importance of this question has been heightened with the Weberian
state that monopolizes the power of coercion and anchors society under a single gov-
ernance structure. This political form has given us both liberal democracy and totalitar-
ianism. The stakes could not be higher in ensuring stability without dismantling
pluralism. This paper provides a novel solution to the stability problem by focusing
on dynamic stability reached through polycentric democracy. Plural and overlapping cen-
ters of governance characterize such democracy. This renders a polycentric system
more resilient to changing views than a monocentric one and superior on political
risk-management grounds by diffusing decision-making risks. A polycentric system also
fosters antifragility in society by avoiding seeking a single and fixed point equilibrium,
thereby eluding the pitfalls currently afflicting liberal democracy.
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Introduction
A perennial question in political science is addressing and guiding democracy toward sta-
bility, avoiding volatility and indeterminacy (Enroth, 2022; Weingast, 1997). Similarly,
political theory has been concerned with identifying institutional arrangements that can
prevent democratic erosion and avoid political instability (Chung, 2020; Thrasher and
Vallier, 2018; Thunder and Paniagua, 2024). Rawls (1999, 2005) led political philoso-
phers to focus on seeking a fixed point equilibrium to attain political and moral stability.
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He inspired a generation of political theorists to fixate on comparing the stability
and equilibrating properties of different conceptions of justice (Kogelmann, 2017;
Schaefer, 2021). However, despite being a classical theme in political theory, more pro-
gress has yet to be made in providing plausible answers to the challenge of political
instability (Enroth, 2022).

The question of how to stabilize a just political regime has heightened with the emer-
gence of the Weberian state, which monopolizes the power of legitimate coercion and
thus anchors society and politics under a single bureaucratic governance structure
(Ostrom et al., 1992). The great power of the contemporary state poses a challenge
that can be posed as one of political “risk management” (Chung, 2020): the state might
be a vehicle for great good if governed by a just regime, but it is also dangerous if its
power is abused. As a political form in practice, the nation-state has given us both liberal
democracy and various kinds of totalitarianism (Hayek, 2011 [1960]). The stakes, then,
could not be higher in ensuring that the power of the contemporary state is used justly.
Moreover, liberal democracies governed by centralized states now display acute fragili-
ties, growing polarization, and political instability following the rise of modern populism
and political extremism (Applebaum, 2020; Eatwell and Goodwin, 2018).

Rawls’s (1999, 2005) well-ordered society offers one solution to this difficulty.
According to Rawls, we can achieve a stable political order if all citizens affirm a unitary
conception of justice. Their shared sense of justice will motivate the virtuous citizenry to
maintain the justness of their institutions over time. However, the probability of achieving
and maintaining a stable democracy by promoting a shared sense of virtue, justice, and
value seems dim in modern globalized societies, especially once we acknowledge the
existence of dynamic preferences, strategic behavior, and conflict (Chung, 2020).

A school of political thought pioneered by Gerald Gaus (2016, 2021) and others (e.g.,
Kogelmann, 2017; Thrasher and Vallier, 2018; Schaefer, 2021)–hereafter: “dynamic lib-
erals”–have questioned the Rawlsian approach to stability on three grounds. First, it does
not accommodate deep disagreement, which extends from divergent conceptions of the
good to political justice and even the correct categorization of the external world
(Gaus, 2016). Second, it overlooks how an open society can be a discovery process
(Gaus, 2021), allowing us to discern which, if any, competing understandings of justice
and the good may be correct (Hayek, 2011 [1960]; Thrasher, 2020). Third, Schaefer
(2021: 10) has recently argued that fixed point equilibrium states—like the one Rawls
envisioned—will often not even exist in complex social systems: “conceptions of justice
… [might] surge and recede.” As Miller and Page (2007: 222) suggest: “while the notion
of social equilibria is an important one … we may need to go beyond equilibria to truly
understand the social world.”

These recent advances suggest that seeking static stability might be a wild-goose
chase in political philosophy. Attempting to force a dynamic social-moral system into
a static model damages our understanding of social experimentation amidst diversity
(Schaefer, 2021). A more dynamic account of stability, one much more amenable to
social change and diversity, is required. This essay contributes to the emerging field
of dynamic stability by highlighting the antifragile properties of non-equilibrating
political systems. We delineate a way forward in political thought, away from static
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conceptions of stability and towards attaining dynamic stability through polycentric
systems. Dynamic stability refers to the system’s ability to maintain operational sta-
bility at higher levels following disturbances at lower levels with the aid of adapta-
tion, “nestedness,” and control devices (see details in section “The building blocks
of PD”). The fundamental political institutions, or what Buchanan (2000) calls the
meta “rules of the game,” are stabilized, even as our ideas and expectations about
what is good, just, and right evolve. We advance a form of polycentric democracy:
a pluralistic form of liberal democracy with different, overlapping centers of govern-
ance and local politics (Ostrom, 2005).1

Our contribution extends the recent literature on political stability in four critical
respects. First, dynamic liberals have, thus far, said little about the implications of
dynamic stability for our understanding of the state as a political institution. We highlight
how theWeberian state’s centralizing and standardizing tendencies (Scott, 1998) render it
fragile in the face of pluralism and disagreement (Sen, 2009; Weingast, 1997). Our
account of stability questions the centrality of the Weberian state in our understanding
of the social and political order. Thus, unlike previous work, our framework invites pol-
itical scientists and political theorists to think differently about the institutions and
mechanisms that underpin a dynamically stable democracy in the face of pluralism, polar-
ization, and disagreement.

Second, we stress the importance of two novel institutional features of a polycentric
democracy (hereafter PD) that are conducive to dynamic stability. PD exhibits nested
resilience, whereby macro-level stability emerges as a byproduct of numerous micro-
level interactions among actors and decision centers. Furthermore, PD is not merely
robust—that is, able to withstand diversity and dissent—but also antifragile (Taleb,
2012): it can be strengthened by exposure to diversity and disruptions such as those
afflicting contemporary liberal democracies.

Third, we argue that PD has better risk management properties than more centralized
political institutions. If citizens of one particular “governance node” adopt “non-liberal”
or “undemocratic” values, this does not threaten the stability of the entire system, which is
supported by multiple governance centers. Unlike comparatively more centralized sys-
tems, we show that PD gains support from redundancy and nestedness. Our analysis
strengthens existing accounts of dynamic stability (i.e., Müller, 2019; Thrasher and
Vallier, 2018) since they typically predicate stability on the assumption that there is a
firm consensus on the common rules of a liberal-democratic order. This consensus is sup-
posed to endure despite all the other changes in the social system. We contend that PD
can maintain stability even when we relax this assumption. Its built-in redundancy and
fragmentation limit the damage that “illiberal” or “authoritarian” dissenters from the
liberal-democratic consensus can cause to the overall system. Crucially, this enables us
to show how our proposal can respond better than centralized states to the recent chal-
lenges that polarization and populism pose to liberal democracies. Fourth and finally,
PD can reconcile active democratic self-governance with deep diversity and social stabil-
ity, thus highlighting a new avenue of research for political scientists to think about alter-
native ways to build more resilient democracies.
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The twilight of liberal democracy?
The practical efficacy of fixed point stability solutions has become questionable in recent
years, during which liberal democracy has been threatened by polarizing politics and
populism (Eatwell and Goodwin, 2018). There are growing concerns that liberal democ-
racies are losing legitimacy, becoming ever more “undemocratic,” and falling prey to
illiberal populisms from both left and right (Mudde, 2021). Following Mudde (Mudde,
2021), we can argue that the threat is political instability and polarization produced by
the rise of “illiberal democratic” populism. The rise of these “illiberal democratic” per-
spectives, spurred on by social media and technological changes, could seriously threaten
liberal democracy.

Applebaum (2020) suggests that we face the “twilight of democracy” whereby demo-
cratic and self-governing practices deteriorate, giving rise to authoritarian and despotic
regimes worldwide (see also Ostrom, 2000). Recent events point to an inherent difficulty
with stabilizing liberal nation-states through citizen virtue: it is a high-risk strategy that
may not be robust in the face of illiberal forms of democracy and authoritarian populism
(Mudde, 2021). If, for whatever reason, a significant portion of the electorate—which
need not be more than a minority of the population—turn away from liberal democratic
values to embrace forms of “illiberal democracy,” then the stability of the whole regime
could be put into question (Chung, 2020; Olson, 1982). Consider, for instance, the case of
Italy during the rise of fascism (1919–1922), in which a vociferous and virulent minority
of the population helped pave the way for an illiberal, populist, highly dictatorial, and yet
stable political order (Scurati, 2021). Another difficulty with this single-point solution is
its irreducible tensions with cultural and ethical diversity (Kukathas, 2003), for it calls
upon the liberal state to ensure that citizen values and beliefs do not stray too far from
the consensus necessary to maintain political stability. Yet, as the history of genocides
shows (Levene, 2008), even liberal nation-states have a poor record when it comes to
accommodating diversity on various dimensions.

As Mudde (2021: 576) recognizes, “populism can only be overcome by more [better]
rather than less liberal democracy.” Hence, the challenge resides in avoiding the dangers
of two extreme ends of the liberal-democratic spectrum: The first is unrestrained populist
democracy, which leads to volatility and indeterminate decision-making because it is sub-
ject to the familiar aggregation problems of social choice theory (Weingast, 1997). The
second is undemocratic liberalism–the rule of technocratic and bureaucratic elites insu-
lated from democratic pressures and, thus, unresponsive to the local needs of citizens
(Ostrom, 2000; Mounk, 2018). In other words, we can summarize the challenge of attain-
ing political stability in the face of heterogeneity and individual liberty as follows:
“Democracy unchecked by liberalism can slide into excessive majoritarianism or oppres-
sive populism, liberalism unchecked by democracy can easily deteriorate into oligarchy
or technocracy” (Berman, 2017: 30). Neither of these solutions will help us to either save
liberal democracy or attain a form of political stability that is compatible with human
flourishing.

Alas, political philosophy, at least since Hobbes’s Leviathan, has often inclined
toward the monocentric and centralized solution to the problem of political stability,
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disregarding other institutional forms, such as decentralized self-governance (Ostrom
et al., 1992).2 The feasibility of this solution seems evident: We can attain static forms
of stability since “by reducing the diversity and interdependence of contemporary soci-
eties, we might foster the existence and stability of static justice equilibria” (Schaefer,
2021: 10). However, as history has taught us, this is a hazardous solution that could
undermine our political and civil liberties. One could argue that political philosophy
has often made a conceptual mistake by conflating the specific idea of government
with the broader notion of governance (Ostrom et al., 1992).3

Consequently, the monocentric nation-state solution has often dominated our intellec-
tual reflections on attaining a stable political order (V. Ostrom, 2007 [1974]).
Comparatively little emphasis has been placed on polycentric systems, in which “citizens
are able to organize not just one but multiple governing authorities at different scales. […]
Each unit exercises considerable independence to make and enforce rules within a cir-
cumscribed domain of authority” (Ostrom, 2005: 283). The distinction between a mono-
centric and polycentric order is not binary: The polycentricity–monocentricity dyad is a
continuum of governance upon which political orders fluctuate (Aligica and Tarko,
2012). Some political orders might have more features of a polycentric system, whereas
others have more features of a monocentric one (Müller, 2019). For instance, the United
States was founded on polycentric principles (Bednar, 2008), yet it has since transitioned
towards acquiring more monocentric features (V. Ostrom, 2007 [1974]). Speaking more
generally, liberal democracies have become increasingly monocentric since the 19th cen-
tury (Olson, 1982; Rajan, 2019). This essay highlights challenges to democracy that are
exacerbated as our political orders move towards the monocentric end of the spectrum.

The centralist solution has a critical problem that Alexis de Tocqueville identified: the
crowding out of citizenship. Echoing Tocqueville, Elinor Ostrom (2000) argued that
monocentric governments “crowd out” citizens’ efforts in the co-production of goods
and services (c.f. Rajan, 2019). She observes: “Leviathan is alive and well in our policy
textbooks. The state is viewed as a substitute for the shortcomings of individual behavior
and the presumed failure of community” (Ostrom, 2000: 5). Elinor Ostrom’s (1999,
2012a) work highlights how the monocentric system of governance can reduce the citizen
to a mere spectator of politics and public affairs. The atrophied citizen is told what to do
by a benevolent expert. Subsequently, citizens become less and less active members of
the Dēmos and more like a “herd of timid and industrious animals” (Tocqueville, 2002
[1835]).

Thus, the centralizing state gradually devoids democracy of its real associative and
self-governing meaning, reducing it to a mere formal expression of voting for a political
leader every few years (V. Ostrom, 1994). Citizens become disassociated from public
affairs and are unable to solve their collective challenges (Paniagua and Vergara,
2022). They have the ever-growing impression that liberal democracies and nation-states
have failed to provide authentic representation and quality public services (Mounk, 2018;
Rajan, 2019). As seen with the assault on the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, and with
the rise of protests and civic unrest in several places in the world (Applebaum, 2020),
liberal democracies—under the current consolidationist and bureaucratic model of the
nation-state—are being severely questioned or even under violent assault.
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Tocqueville and Ostrom offer the following cautionary message to political theory:
“Much of contemporary political thought and the policies adopted in many modern dem-
ocracies crowd out citizenship. … [This] is a waste of human and material resources and
challenges the sustainability of democratic institutions over time” (Ostrom, 2000: 13). In
other words, the “crowding out citizenship” concern suggests that pluralism is incompat-
ible with political stability and active citizen participation under an overly monocentric
regime. When a regime is too monocentric or verticalized, citizen participation strains
the political order by forcing citizens with conflicting values to agree on a comprehensive
agenda. This is a source of frustration and dissatisfaction with liberal democracy and a
source of conflict escalation rather than mitigation (Ostrom, 2012a). A different kind
of regime, a more polycentric one, may be necessary to make pluralism and citizen par-
ticipation compatible with stability.

PD and the antifragile society
As E. Ostrom (2005) suggested, there is an alternative to the monocentric view of political
stability that is more conducive to democratic participation: “Instead of proposing highly
centralized governance systems, the best empirical evidence we can bring to bear on the
question of building sustainable democratic systems … is to design polycentric systems”
(Ostrom, 2000: 13). Similarly, the political thought of V. Ostrom sought to connect his
vision of democracy—as a responsible system of self-governing individuals and
associations—with the idea of a polycentric social order that can withstand diversity
(V. Ostrom, 1994; Ostrom, 2012a). An interesting result from the Bloomington school is
that political stability and a resilient democracy must be co-produced by engaged citizens
from the bottom-up (V. Ostrom, 1994).

Today, we face a broad diversity and heterogeneity of views and beliefs (Gaus, 2021).
This leads to a fundamental fact of modern social life: Disagreement and contrasting
views lead—at times—to friction, and friction might lead to conflict and even violence,
or worse, the breakdown of the social order (Chung, 2020). The failure to find a stable and
single solution to the facts of pluralism and irreducible diversity has been recognized by
Rawls (2005, xvii): “The fact of a plurality of reasonable but incompatible comprehen-
sive doctrines—the fact of reasonable pluralism—shows that, as used in Theory [of
Justice], the idea of a well-ordered society is unrealistic.” Political theory has been unsuc-
cessful at overcoming or minimizing disagreement—reasonable or otherwise—interpret-
ing it as a problem to be solved rather than an ineradicable feature of the social order
(Gaus, 2021).

PD is a plausible solution to the fact of pluralism. It is “an institutional arrange-
ment involving a multiplicity of polities acting independently, but under the con-
straints of a democratically supervised framework for institutional competition”
(Müller, 2019: 3). Paradigmatical examples of polycentric systems are the market
as a coordination process and the “republic of science” (Polanyi, 1951). PD is part
of recent attempts to build a dynamic political theory (Gaus, 2021; Schaefer, 2021;
Thunder and Paniagua, 2024). This emerging research agenda examines political
systems that encourage adaptation, learning, and experimentation with evolving
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rules—at different scales of governance—in response to the endogenously changing
values of citizens and the irreducibility of disagreement. Hence, “rather than a state
without errors, dynamic [political] theorists seek a process of error correction … in
response to evolving values” (Schaefer, 2021: 11).

Recently, advances in social sciences and epistemology have pointed out the fact that
diversity has many advantages, such as epistemic discovery (Miller and Page, 2007),
effective risk management (see the following sections), and moral innovation and pro-
gress (Gaus, 2016). Diversity also supports resilient ecosystems (Ostrom, 2012a), helps
sustain economic growth (Hayek, 2011 [1960]), and is conducive to freedom of associ-
ation–dissociation (Kukathas, 2003). Moreover, putting all one’s hope into stabilizing a
single centralized regime based on a single conception of justice or account of the good is
ineffective political risk management: it puts all the proverbial eggs into one basket.
Suppose our understandings of justice or the good were fallible in the scientific sense
of being provisional hypotheses (Popper, 2002). This would suggest that our present con-
ceptions of justice or the good could be revealed as incorrect over time. Now, imagine we
follow the static approach in political theory. In that case, we would construct an entire
model of a society regulated by fixed principles of justice or the good, convinced that we
are correct even though we might ultimately erect our institutions on shaky grounds
(Gaus, 2016).

Furthermore, our belief that we have the true conception of the good or the right con-
centrates all the risk and pressure of the system into one single node without making room
for a robust way of testing whether we are correct. Such a concentrated strategy is a
highly fragile form of risk management (Taleb, 2012). Political theory must instead adopt
a more reasonable and risk-sensitive strategy. This, in practice, means elaborating an anti-
fragile political theory.

The building blocks of PD
In what follows, we make the case for distributed PD as a solution to the challenge of
political instability. Such a form of democracy is characterized by plural and overlap-
ping—competing and cooperative—governance centers. Following the insights of
Polanyi (1951) and Ostrom (2005), we conceive PD as a political system or arrangement
that possesses the following four features:

(i) An overarching and abstract system of meta-rules (i.e., a constitution) that works
as a political limiting principle (Thrasher and Vallier, 2018).4

(ii) Multiple—both heterogeneous and overlapping—governing authorities at dif-
ferent scales.

(iii) Processes that allow for competition, cooperation, exit and entry procedures, and
conflict resolution among the decision centers.

(iv) Considerable independence for each decision-making center to make and enforce
rules within a circumscribed domain of authority (Aligica and Tarko, 2012).
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Our polycentric account of dynamic stability must answer three questions: (i) What
remains stable? (ii) What changes dynamically? and (iii) Why think that some things
can remain stable in the face of change when social forces modify others?

First, what remains stable is the set of rules that Buchanan (2000) calls the meta “rules
of the game” or what Thrasher and Vallier (2018) call a “limiting principle.” These
meta-rules are distinct from the first-order rules that directly govern the conduct of citi-
zens. They specify jurisdictional boundaries and “how we settle upon first-order legal and
institutional rules” (Thrasher and Vallier, 2018: 398). Second, the meta-rules of PD allow
the first-order (institutional) rules to change dynamically, following our evolving ideas
and expectations of the good life, justice, and morality more generally. The former rules
are relatively less malleable than the first-order rules subject to experimentation at the
lower levels. These meta-rules enable the social system to accommodate diversity and
achieve antifragility (Taleb, 2012) since they delimit only the range of possible institu-
tional outcomes rather than prescribe particular solutions to each decision center.

We may interpret the meta-rules as rules of political justice, so long as this is under-
stood in a “thin,” second-order sense. Their task–inter alia–is to adjudicate and manage
our first-order disagreements about what political justice requires.5 These disagreements
include issues such as the scope and protection of property rights, how to balance free-
dom of association with equality of opportunity, the extent and form of redistribution,
whether justice should be neutral regarding conceptions of the good life, and how crim-
inal law should balance retribution, rehabilitation, and deterrence.

Third, how can the meta-rules stay stable amidst the dynamism of the first-order rules?
Our answer partly builds on Buchanan and Tullock’s (1962) and Ostrom’s (2005)
insights that diverse citizens are more likely to consent to “thin” and “nested” meta-rules
because they lower the stakes of political contestation. The more monocentric a political
system, the more political contestation becomes a zero-sum game, raising the costs of tol-
eration. A workable compromise may not be possible under deep diversity and strong
monocentricity (Chung, 2020). A polycentric system is comparatively more likely to
gain consensus and remain stable at the meta-level because it is less of a zero-sum
game: political battles are less fractious (i.e., interpreted as discovery processes rather
than all-or-nothing struggles), and thus, risks are lowered for all political factions.
Such a regime can afford to be more tolerant of diversity than the (monocentric)
nation-state.

Our account is related to pre-existing accounts of dynamic stability in grounding the
stability of the meta-rules in consensus (Thrasher, 2020). For example, Thrasher and
Vallier (2018: 404) write that, while all first-order rules are subject to change, this
“must occur in the context of stable constitutional rules and widespread agreement on
the limiting principle.”6 However, pre-existing accounts tend to see consensus as the
sole ground of the meta-rules’ stability. This raises the worry that a polycentric liberal
order might not endure if a substantial portion of the citizenry defects from the agreement,
seeking to overturn the meta-rules and impose their contested views of justice or the good
upon other citizens. While we have just concurred that the permissive or “thin” nature of
the meta-rules makes them more amenable to consensus than a comparatively more
monocentric social order (see also Ostrom, 2005), we additionally contend that they

8 European Journal of Political Theory 0(0)



have bases of stability beyond consensus—namely, the built-in redundancy and risk dis-
persal of a polycentric system. In other words, it is difficult for authoritarian or “unrea-
sonable” factions to overturn a polycentric system simply because power is dispersed
across many decision-making nodes in a nested manner. Redundancy and contestation
thus provide extra insurance in case the consensus falters.

Put differently, PD seeks to answer the question: How can we use disagreement and
diversity to our advantage? We argue that such decentralized and overlapping forms of
governance are more robust and dynamic in the face of political instability and more
resilient to political risks that arise from the capture of central power (Olson, 1982). A
polycentric regime can afford to be more tolerant of—and gain from—diversity and het-
erogeneity (including even authoritarian or illiberal doctrines on our account) than the
nation-state while also dealing better with the Tocquevillian concern analyzed in section
“The twilight of liberal democracy?.” Greater toleration allows for more factual “experi-
ments in forms of living” and solutions to social problems, facilitating social learning
from failures that benefit the whole system.

Our framework not only adds to the literature on the epistemic advantages of diversity
(see Gaus, 2021; Müller, 2018) but also focuses on some overlooked advantages of PD:
(i) Nested resilience (see section “Nested resilience and de-escalating conflict”), which
enables a better adaptation to diversity through an ability to deescalate conflict and
achieve macro-level stability in an emergent fashion, and (ii) systemic antifragility (see
“Antifragility and risk management” below), which allows PD not only to manage the
risk of diversity and polarization better than monocentric regimes but also to be strength-
ened by exposure to such risks. Since they are interrelated, the relationship between the
epistemic advantages of diversity vis-à-vis antifragility and resilience requires some
clarification.

Let us begin with epistemic advantages. Making decisions in a distributed rather than
centralized way has epistemic advantages that, on a macro level, could also lead to more
stability and efficiency (Polanyi, 1951). Epistemic advantages could improve a system’s
performance (measured in terms of justice), as Gaus (2016), Müller (2019), and Thrasher
(2020) have suggested. Epistemic learning is enabled because innovations in some juris-
dictions could spread, be amended, or otherwise be discarded as other agents and groups
assess the results. Such experimentation improves the problem-solving capacity of the
political order by increasing its ability to use available knowledge while encouraging
the growth and adaptation of its knowledge stock (Müller, 2018).

Moreover, multiple jurisdictions under a PD would allow for resilience through
two mechanisms: First, decentralized and overlapping governance structures diffuse
rather than escalate political conflict and accommodate pluralism. This lowers the
political intensity of contestation because citizens are not forced to agree upon a com-
prehensive social and moral program (Ostrom, 2012a). Second, as we have suggested,
even if one “political node” embraces some illiberal or questionable doctrines, the rest
of the system remains partly unharmed by that exploration. Thus, the political risk is
contained, improving the political risk management of the social order. In such a sys-
tem, the cost of disagreement and learning from mistakes is lower because many
socioeconomic and political ideas can be tested simultaneously. Accordingly, the
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system turns local errors into system-wide assets—that is, exhibits antifragility—
because it can circumscribe risk while adapting and learning from local experiments
and failures (Taleb, 2012).

Nested resilience and de-escalating conflict
A crucial but unexplored feature of polycentric systems is their capacity to generate
nested arrangements and emergent properties rather than forming just fragmented orders
that solve only minor, self-contained, and separate problems (Ostrom, 2012b).
“Nestedness” or “nested structures” can be interpreted figuratively as Russian dolls: small
social or political orders within larger ones governing particular challenges so that each
local set of rules and incentives avoid contradicting and conflicting with the rules and
objectives of other larger scales. Marshall (2008: 77) conceptualizes “nested arrange-
ments” as cooperative systems that encourage the autonomous functioning of smaller,
more exclusive units operating within broadly agreed principles.

“Nestedness” is a property in which governance functions—like monitoring, sanctioning,
and enforcing rules—are organized into multiple and overlapping jurisdictions, enabling the
system to generate either emergent properties or a multi-layered solution to complex issues.
Consider, for example, how the coordinative capacity of the market and its ability to generate
prosperity are emergent properties of the system (Gaus, 2021; Hayek, 2011 [1960]) and how
the possibility of local self-governance is an emergent property of polycentric systems that
follow certain principles (Ostrom et al., 1992). Some complex externalities—such as climate
change—can only be managed through a bottom-up and concerted effort at multiple scales of
governance and, thus, in a “nested” manner (Ostrom, 2012b).

Hence, under PD, the problem of overarching political stability at the macro level is
bypassed or indirectly solved. Macro-level stability is a side effect of the discrete actions
and governance attempts of many different (and decentralized) political units seeking to
maintain coordination and political stability at the lesser levels while they adjust to chan-
ging circumstances. In other words, overarching stability is attained in dynamic terms by
a process of adjustment and by the many different components trying to deal with micro-
level political instability and volatility in a multi-layered manner. This conception of a
nested social order “diffuses” the macro-problem of stability not by trying to solve it
as a single, unitary problem—as does the Rawlsian well-ordered society—but rather as
a multi-layered problem approached from the bottom-up, in which the solution emerges
unintentionally as a by-product of the efforts of the different units. Thus, diversity is man-
aged in a decentralized rather than top-down manner. In other words, under PD, systemic
stability is attained indirectly through cooperation, competition, experimentation, and
adjustment processes among the lower level parts at multiple scales (Ostrom, 2012a).

As seen in section “The twilight of liberal democracy?,” the contemporary political
polarization of liberal democracy relates partly to the fact that we are not effectively man-
aging deep disagreement and divergent moral views among citizens (Eatwell
andGoodwin, 2018; Müller, 2019). Our present, excessively monocentric (or insuffi-
ciently polycentric) systems are transforming moral disagreement into high-stakes,
winner-takes-all conflicts because they cannot diffuse political tensions nor disarticulate
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disagreements among citizens at lower levels. When social orders become increasingly
monocentric, the demand for self-governance and pluralism puts pressure on the stability
of the political order by obliging citizens with diverging conceptions of the good to agree
upon a shared conception of justice (Gaus, 2016). In contrast, PD seeks to accommodate
pluralism at its source through its decentralized and overlapping forms of governance.
Nested and multi-level structures enable polycentric regimes to deal with diverging
values and pluralism at lower levels, thereby preventing unnecessary conflict escalation.7

The polycentric alternative can be contrasted with contractarian and rationalist solu-
tions that seek to solve the problem of stability ab ovo by identifying an ex-ante rational
consensus (Gaus, 2016). PD instead decomposes or “unbundles” the stability problem
into different fragments at different scales. Consequently, it is easier for the different gov-
erning units to cooperate and match the size and scale of the various parts of the problem:
“Collective action problems faced by large groups are often decomposable into smaller
problems among which some are typically surmountable given pre-existing trust between
some members” (Marshall, 2008: 77). The critical point here is that the properties of PD
explored in section “The building blocks of PD”will more likely help defuse fundamental
disagreements about the right and the good by allowing citizens to enter diverse and
“nested” social orders that better represent their values and shifting moral preferences.

Consider the restaurant industry for illustrative purposes. It looks to be stable and
thriving at the systemic level, but this “system” attains its overall stability at the expense
of several restaurants going bankrupt at the regional, local, or street levels (Taleb, 2012).
Similarly, the aviation industry has become ever more stable thanks (paradoxically) to
airplane crashes. These are catastrophic and undesirable events. Yet when they occur,
they are leveraged as information at the systemic level, becoming the “epistemic fuel”
that ignites the industry’s adaptation and improvement process. The aviation industry
has used data about failures to improve flight safety 139 times over the last 60 years
(Johnson and Gheorghe, 2013). Industry-level stability is attained thanks to all the units’
dynamic adaptation, cooperation, and competition.

The principle also applies to buildings that can attain dynamic stability in the face of
earthquakes and other shocks because minor micro-movements and oscillations at differ-
ent scales help diffuse the shock throughout different areas (Reitherman, 2012). Forest
fires serve similar purposes in biology and ecosystems. By destroying some trees (local
damage), they can enable healthier trees and other desirable vegetation to flourish better,
thereby increasing systemic stability (Certini, 2005). In all these cases, we see the applica-
tion of the “nestedness” or “nested governance” principle that enhances risk management
(Ostrom, 2012b). Additionally, “nestedness” allows governance systems to be scaled up
(or down) appropriately to “match” the scale of the problems (or fragments of the problem)
they are aiming to solve (V.Ostrom, 1994)while providing institutional diversity (Ostrom,
2012a), and reasonable redundancy for risk management purposes (Taleb, 2012). Our pro-
posed alternative is a form of multi-layered or compound stability that seems more robust
and flexible than other static alternatives that political theorists have proposed. Nested jur-
isdictions deliver risk-management benefits when shocks arise because “when small sys-
tems fail, there are larger systems to call upon—and vice versa” (Ostrom, 1999: 528).
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Antifragility and risk management
Our proposal not only diffuses political instability and disagreement throughout the dif-
ferent nodes of governance: A second crucial advantage is that it helps the entire system
become antifragile (i.e., learn from local mistakes) and better manage risks by limiting
experimentation to the lower levels. PD is a better risk-management strategy since the
instability and errors at the smaller levels will be contained rather than spilling over
into the rest of society. Therefore, there is little risk that social and moral mistakes could
endanger the entire order. At the same time, these mistakes can be a source of learning for
all agents in a polycentric society. In this way, PD promotes an antifragile society by cir-
cumscribing and economizing on errors and mistakes.

This form of social order allows people who disagree about the right and the good to
enter groups, polities, and other competitive arrangements, giving them a chance to
experiment with their moral conjectures instead of imposing them on others as usually
occurs in a single unitary system (Gaus, 2021; Ostrom, 2005). Different normative
visions and conceptions of the good can be tried on a small scale and, after that, be cop-
ied, contested, improved, or scaled up as other citizens desire after seeing them in action.
By “giving (deeply) diverse views room for testing their ideas,” a PD “should consider-
ably relax the tensions of society and thus lead to more harmony within society” (Müller,
2019: 147).

Such decentralized experimentation is valuable for exploring radical or untested
visions of the “ideal society” that many political philosophers espouse. Given their uncer-
tain outcomes, implementing these grand visions imposes large-scale societal risks. In a
PD, advocates of each radical proposal can invest their own—and no others’—human
capital, resources, efforts, and intellect to demonstrate its virtues on a smaller scale.
PD thus enables a “skin in the game” (Taleb, 2018) approach to political and normative
experimentation by allowing political theorists and social entrepreneurs to show, in real-
world settings, how such systems would function. This not only helps us to have better
and richer risk profiles and minimize the systemic risk of our political and normative
options, but it will also protect us from thinkers who would hastily like to use other peo-
ple’s lives and resources to establish their preferred utopias. In such a manner, we could
gradually exit the status quo and alter our socioeconomic systems according to the experi-
ments whose results are most attractive to citizens. Decentralized experimentation will
avoid the dangers of large-scale “utopian social engineering” (Popper, 2002).

In addition, a PD’s nested and fragmented features defuse conflict and disagreement
by breaking grand moral problems into more localized and fragmented issues, allowing
groups to air their grievances, communicate their expectations, and inform the world
about their actions. This will not only lower the intensity of disagreement and the possi-
bility of it escalating. It might also encourage groups to seek compromises at the margin
and alter their values through adaptation in the face of failed experiences (or successes) in
dealing with pressing moral issues. Thus, PD promotes reconciliation and learning when
liberal democracy needs it most (Schaefer, 2021).

In short, putting all one’s hope into stabilizing a single centralized regime is ineffective
political risk management. In a highly centralized or excessively monocentric democracy,
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large-scale experiments—such as fascism and planned socialism—have proven to be haz-
ardous since their effects are felt throughout the entire population, leaving little room and
resources to mitigate the damage (Eatwell and Goodwin, 2018; Levene, 2008). In con-
trast, the system delineated here is antifragile in the face of errors arising from political
and socioeconomic experimentation. The potential mistakes are contained and fragmen-
ted under PD, generating evidence for learning while leaving ample room and resources
in the system to mitigate damages. Since they allow for redundancy, multiple jurisdic-
tions strengthen the robustness of the governance process when shocks arise.

To conclude, our proposal minimizes the risk of moral, populist, and political catas-
trophe, a vital risk that nation-states have struggled to contain (Mudde, 2021; Scurati,
2021). Such a process of institutional persuasion and experimentation will allow the
social order to adapt to diversity quickly, unlike the status quo, which ossifies the political
order and exacerbates social tensions (Applebaum, 2020). As James Scott (1998) and
Elinor Ostrom (2005) suggest, a highly centralized state often attempts to undercut social
dynamism and experimentation by imposing stasis on otherwise complex and pluralistic
social orders. Similarly, our static social theories in political philosophy fail to reflect our
de facto dynamic and pluralistic societies (Schaefer, 2021). A polycentric theory of the
political order could help amend these blind spots.

Objections to PD
We now turn to explore six objections to our proposal. A first objection to PD is that giv-
ing too much leeway to subunits in a polycentric scheme could encourage strong collect-
ive identities, which might lead to secessionist movements and thereby undermine
stability. However, while sub-national groups with strong identities can form easily
enough under either monocentric or polycentric states (Levene, 2008; Mudde, 2021),
they may be less likely to secede from a polycentric political order that affords them sub-
stantial autonomy to live according to their views. By contrast, monocentric states often
impose uniform solutions to contested questions of morality and culture (Kukathas,
2003). This is a relevant source of frustration and conflict escalation rather than
mitigation.

Not even liberal-democratic states have been immune to these difficulties. Consider,
for instance, sub-national secessionist movements such as the Québécois in Canada,
Scots in Britain, Catalonians in Spain, or Flemish in Belgium. These movements arose
under an excessively monocentric or vertical form of nation-state, which tends to escalate
rather than diffuse conflict (Kukathas, 2003). One might argue that such political orders
are “institutionally road-blocking” every attempt to escape the current (ossified) political
settlement (Müller, 2019: 161), exacerbating political tensions. In contrast, a regime that
gives polycentric autonomy to subnational groups could avoid ossification, reduce dissat-
isfaction, and reconcile democratic self-governance with pluralism. In this way, polycen-
tricity might maintain an (albeit loose) overarching political order in the face of strong
collective identities that might already exist (Bednar, 2021).

A second objection is that PD makes it too easy for “anti-liberal,” or otherwise “unrea-
sonable,” movements to take root in a subunit. They might oppress the local population
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and use those subunits to establish themselves and grow. Thus, strong, centralized insti-
tutions are needed to prevent these movements from arising. We can offer a partly con-
cessionary response: our conception of PD allows for state enforcement of certain
uniform fundamental rights, which would place some constraints on all subunits (see
the sixth objection for further details). We can also respond on a comparative and risk-
management basis. This objection overlooks the importance of political risk management
insofar as it presumes that the central state will reliably combat illiberal forces without
being captured by them. However, a core claim of our essay is that there is no guarantee
of this, as evidenced by recent struggles of centralized liberal-democratic states—from
the United States to continental Europe—to contain illiberal populist movements from
within (Mounk, 2018; Mudde, 2021).

Moreover, the “downside” risk of the central state being captured by illiberal or
oppressive forces is significantly high, as they would then have the power to impose their
“unreasonable” views on all of society, escalating political conflict. It is worth recalling
that, until quite recently, centralized nation-states in the West often promoted oppressive
(homophobic, racist, patriarchal, etc.) norms rather than combating them. The history of
the twentieth century suggests that a liberal hegemony under a strong nation-state is no
indication of robustness in the face of illiberalism and populism (Ortega y Gasset, 2021
[1961]).

A PD might perform better on this front (paradoxically) because it affords illiberal
groups more tolerance at lower scales and space for contestation. To wit, we prevent illi-
beralism at the systemic level by allowing it to be contained, fragmented, and partially
take root in parts of the system and then be contested and repelled by the different sub-
units. PD reduces systemic risk analogous to managing a forest fire with small, controlled
fires. Redundancy and a competitive system of governance units make it less costly to
reconfigure the political landscape in anticipation of, or response to, internal shocks
(Marshall, 2008). This might not prevent illiberal movements from taking root in some
subunits, but it diminishes the probability that they could spread and take over the system
as quickly as they have throughout the history of strong nation-states (Levene, 2008;
Scurati, 2021).

Thirdly, there may be concerns that our proposal for PD is speculative and needs more
evidence to support the claimed benefits. Several examples of polycentric orders in the
real world have successfully dealt with the challenge of achieving social coordination
amidst diversity and disagreement (Aligica and Tarko, 2012). For instance, the market
and the organization of scientific inquiry are examples of how polycentrism operates
(Müller, 2019). Also, the multi-level governance literature (Hooghe and Marks, 2003)
has documented how some liberal democratic states have—at the margin—become
more polycentric in recent decades on issues such as climate governance (see Ostrom,
2012b). This recent trend has moderately reversed the longer term secular tendency
towards monocentricity in liberal democracies, with national governments ceding certain
features of decision-making power to subnational and international government bodies
(Hooghe and Marks, 2003). Our polycentric vision, then, intensifies some incipient trends
already occurring within liberal democracies.
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The closest example to the proposal we have in mind is a federation such as the Swiss
and Canadian models (Bednar, 2008; V. Ostrom, 1994). However, the main difference is
that under existing federalism, there are scant possibilities of creating new decision cen-
ters. Our proposal takes federalism to a more polycentric level by enabling the creation of
new experimental polities, thereby allowing fluctuations in the number of decision cen-
ters through entry and exit. Existing liberal democracies very occasionally allow this.
Consider, for instance, the cases of Trentino-Alto Adige/Südtirol and Friuli-Venezia
Giulia, two largely autonomous regions created within Italy. Analogous to such cases,
the decision centers in a PD will be akin to new “states within a federal order, free cit-
ies—cities with a high degree of municipal autonomy—or special experimental zones”
(Müller, 2019: 138).

A fourth concern is that in a society already polarized across an entire front of issues,
the causes of instability may be so deep-rooted as to dwarf institutional solutions such as
our proposal. However, a case can be made that PD is at least a more feasible response to
polarization than monocentric institutions (Bednar, 2021). If polarization is entrenched,
polarized factions are more likely to prefer sorting into separate jurisdictions than seeking
a uniform, centralized settlement, which, by definition, they find difficult to agree upon. A
PD’s meta-rules are better positioned than monocentric regimes to secure agreement in a
polarized society precisely because they give different groups significant autonomy to
manage their own affairs (Thrasher, 2020). If polarization is entrenched, polarized fac-
tions are more likely to prefer sorting into separate jurisdictions than seeking a uniform,
centralized settlement, which, by definition, they find difficult to agree upon. As we have
argued, the meta-rules, or “limiting principle,” are “thin” enough to secure consensus
since they do “not need to have a detailed and substantive content” (Thrasher and
Vallier, 2018: 407). Moreover, if the consensus falters, the built-in redundancy of PD pro-
vides additional capacity to withstand and contest “unreasonable” political forces that
may seek to overturn it.

Furthermore, a polycentric system is better placed to prevent polarization from arising
in the first instance by encouraging what Lipset (1960) defined as “cross-cutting clea-
vages,” whereby citizens are not polarized into opposing camps on all issues, such that
it is easier for them to find common ground on at least some general concerns. The notion
of “cross-cutting cleavages” echoes James Madison’s concerns in the Federalist Papers.
Madison, in Federalist No.10, considered factions’ dispersed and variegated nature as a
mechanism to promote political stability and prevent the tyranny of the majority (Goodin,
1975). Given that no single group can align all members of society along a single cleav-
age, groups will have the incentive to build a broader base by seeking the approval of
different factions under a more general and “thinner” (or abstract) set of causes, thus
diminishing polarization and social conflict (Goodin, 1975).

Cross-cutting cleavages in federal or multi-layered political orders imply that no single
cleavage is felt too strongly or allowed to structure too much of social life (Bednar, 2021).
Thus, “multiple and politically inconsistent affiliations, loyalties, and stimuli reduce the
emotion and aggressiveness involved in political choice” (Lipset, 1960: 88). Bednar
(2021) argues that “fragmented and overlapping institutions of authority are supposed
to manage democracy’s innate rivalry … This system of safeguards makes democracy
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more robust.” A multi-layered political order “builds in a repository for diversity; its
structure enables differences between national- and state-expressed interests, even within
the same party. This diversity can … serve as a reservoir of interest and information dis-
persion that could protect democracy by restoring the possibility that cross-cutting clea-
vages emerge” (Bednar, 2021: 1). This is precisely what PD seeks to promote, hence
reinforcing our arguments concerning the role of polycentricity in de-escalating political
conflict.

A related concern here is that polarization will prevent social learning under PD. We
may be cognitively biased against learning from groups we dislike or perceive as dif-
ferent from ourselves. However, whether diversity leads to hostility between groups
and, by extension, to cognitive biases against mutual learning depends on political
institutions. We have contended that the “winner-takes-all” logic of monocentric insti-
tutions turns “mere differences” into polarization and hostility, intensifying our cogni-
tive biases against learning from the “other” (Müller, 2018, 2023). More polycentric
institutions would reduce inter-group hostility and polarization and, consequently,
lower cognitive biases against social learning by alleviating zero-sum dynamics.
Having the freedom to choose which, if any, of other groups’ practices to adopt—rather
than having them potentially imposed upon us against our will—may make us more
open to learning from them, especially when doing so helps us better achieve our
own goals.

All this said, one might even question whether hostility prevents social learning under
PD, as competitive pressure can be a sufficient mechanism. Consider, by analogy, how
countries engaged in conflict can nonetheless imitate one another’s innovative political
strategies and adopt technologies or practices despite hostility. In the context of a PD,
competitive pressure is present because decision centers potentially compete for resi-
dents. This suggests that social hostility may not prevent social learning under PD since
the decision centers have strong incentives to learn from and accurately evaluate experi-
ments conducted elsewhere, replicating successes and correcting mistakes even if those
innovations originate from disliked groups.

A fifth objection stems from the dynamic nature of PD, which allows for jurisdictions
to be created and dissolved—albeit gradually. One might worry that these lower level
institutional changes disadvantage PD compared to a centralized state’s more institution-
ally stable arrangements. Sarah Song (2012) makes arguments to this effect. She argues
that political trust is “more likely among citizens who come together within a stable infra-
structure of state institutions and who share a sense of solidarity, rooted in a shared pol-
itical culture than among individuals who are constantly banding and disbanding in
episodic demoi” (Song, 2012: 59). Additionally, elected representatives “need to know
in advance to whom they are accountable.”Otherwise: “[if] demoi are constantly forming
and disbanding… it would be very difficult if not impossible for representatives to know
on whose behalf they are acting” (Song, 2012)

However, as the previous sections suggest, there are reasons to believe that shifting
towards greater polycentricity would increase bottom-up trust and cooperation between
citizens of diverse societies (Bednar, 2021; Ostrom et al., 1992; Ostrom, 2000).
Building trust among heterogeneous citizens in a centralized regime is difficult as the
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imposition of uniform solutions raises the political stakes too high (Scott, 1998). The
losers of zero-sum, “winner-takes-all” political disagreements often resent the winners
(Rajan, 2019), while the winners frequently fear retaliation from the losers. This is part
of the diagnosis concerning the recent illiberal and populist turn in liberal democracies
(Mounk, 2018; Mudde, 2021; Paniagua and Vergara, 2022).

In contrast, polycentric arrangements might allow deeply polarized groups to rebuild
trust because they amount to a “political disarmament treaty”: Citizens lay the foundation
for civil concord by renouncing the zero-sum political war and granting each other recip-
rocal rights to live and let live in different—albeit often overlapping—jurisdictions
(Bednar, 2008; Kukathas, 2003). Moreover, to the extent that proximate interaction
engenders trust from the bottom-up, local jurisdictions will surely be able to achieve
more trust internally than national ones the center imposes (Ostrom et al., 1992).
Regarding accountability, political science suggests that representatives find it exception-
ally difficult to know the interests and values of their citizens in large, impersonal, and
centralized nation-states (Olson, 1982; Scott, 1998). By contrast, it is easier for leaders
of local jurisdictions to gauge their members’ interests and preferences precisely because
such jurisdictions are smaller and more homogenous (Bednar, 2008). This is so even if we
allow such jurisdictions to be relatively transient or marked by some degree of turnover
among their members (V. Ostrom, 1994).

Sixth and finally, another objection might be that we need to clarify how PD would
work in practice. It is important to recall that the distinction between monocentricity
and polycentricity refers to two ends of a continuum (see section “The twilight of liberal
democracy?”). Embracing greater polycentricity need not mean moving entirely to the
purely polycentric or extremely decentralized end. Instead, we could move gradually clo-
ser to it by decentralizing a great deal—though not all—of first-order policymaking rules
to the lower level jurisdictions. Examples of relevant policy areas could include welfare
policy (education, health, pensions, unemployment insurance, etc.), most taxation, the
provision of small-to-medium-scale public goods, and so on. Still, given that we would
fall short of the fully polycentric end of the spectrum, the constitution could also include a
select list of first-order rules along with the meta-rules outlined in section “The building
blocks of PD.” These might include a basic framework of uniform rights, the provision of
large-scale public goods, and mechanisms to maintain economic integration and monet-
ary coordination among the decision centers.

However, the specific allocation of first-order authority between national and subna-
tional jurisdictions under more polycentric arrangements cannot be established from
the academic armchair (Bednar, 2008). A practical bargaining process between the
diverse factions of the political order would decide these concrete questions
(Buchanan and Tullock, 1962). This might invite the question of why the parties would
agree to a significantly more polycentric settlement than the status quo. We think they
have sufficient reason to do so, given the discontent with the comparatively more mono-
centric status quo (see section “The twilight of liberal democracy?”) and the various vir-
tues of polycentric arrangements that our paper outlines.
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Concluding remarks
Our existing, excessively monocentric system of liberal democracy has proven unable to
deal with growing social diversity and incapable of accommodating different forms and
preferences of living. Thus, it is road-blocking creative ways to escape the current status
quo, escalating rather than diffusing conflict. This has generated political discontent,
polarization, democratic frustration, and even attacks on liberal democracy. Political the-
orists have also attempted to force a dynamic social-moral system into a static theoretical
model of the political order, damaging our understanding of adaptation and experimen-
tation along the way (Schaefer, 2021).

PD can provide a reasonable way out of this impasse. Our approach is consistent with
recent attempts to move political thought towards alternative dynamic theories of the
social order. We have focused on the aspects of non-equilibrating political orders that
reflect some features of “compounded resilience”: risk diversification, nested orders, error
correction, and the “unbundling” and diffusion of disagreement in response to evolving
citizens’ values. Political thought has partially neglected all these features, yet they are
crucial for strengthening liberal democracies going forward. The antifragile society envi-
sioned here is a more pragmatic approach that can improve upon the static notion of the
well-ordered society most familiar in political theory. Such a society will allow for more
justice pluralism, more social learning, and broader forms of experimentation. It will also
diffuse conflict and manage disagreement. This alternative vision might appeal to polit-
ical theorists, helping us revitalize our analytical toolkit to build better and more resilient
democratic systems in light of the extraordinary challenges that democracy faces.
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Notes
1. The intellectual history of the term “polycentric” or “polycentricity” is quite broad (see Aligica

and Tarko, 2012): it starts with the work of scientist and polymath Michael Polanyi (1951) and it
reaches fame much later in the social sciences through the work of Elinor Ostrom and her Nobel
Prize in 2009. However, neither Polanyi nor Ostrom ever considered extending the idea of
“polycentricity” to political philosophy or democratic theory. As far as we are aware, the
term “polycentric democracy” was first suggested by philosopher Julian Müller (2019) only
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recently. This paper borrows the term from his work by extending it to the problem of redefining
political stability and the challenge of attaining a stable social order in the face of disagreement.

2. An alternative tradition has explored self-governance, decentralized orders, and dynamic theory.
For example, these ideas were part of the socialist literature until Marx became dominant (e.g.,
Owen and Fourier). They are also found in a certain strand of the liberal tradition, represented by
Tocqueville, Montesquieu, and Hayek, among others. This essay seeks to revive that tradition.

3. Christopher Morris’ (1998) work, An Essay on the Modern State, is one notable exception that
does not make this conflation. Morris explicitly recognizes that decentralized alternatives to the
contemporary state have existed, such as the “complex, crosscutting jurisdictions of towns, lords,
kings, emperors, popes, and bishops” found inMedieval Europe (1998, 33). But he does not offer a
theory of a polycentric alternative to the contemporary state (on this see also Thunder, 2025).

4. Such set of abstract rules should help define: (i) the broad ethical and moral boundaries of the
search space for the polities, thus circumscribing (to some reasonable degree) the possible set of
experiments; (ii) the rules for exit and entry of new polities, and the procedures for competition
and cooperation among them; (iii) the meta-institutions or procedures for resolving conflict.

5. Dynamic stability retains some similarity to Rawls’ account of stability. For Rawls, the subject
of stability is the conformity of the basic structure (BS) with a conception of justice over time.
On our account, the subject of stability is the conformity of the meta-rules with functional cri-
teria over time (Van Schoelandt, 2020). These are the meta-rules’ ability to (i) allow different
understandings of the good and justice to co-exist and (ii) leverage the benefits of diversity.

6. Similarly, Müller (2019, 185–7) also grounds the stability of PD’s overarching rules in wide-
spread consensus among reasonable citizens.

7. PD has an additional benefit in this regard. According to Müller (2023) and Landemore (2017),
many existent disagreements are ‘shallow’ because they can potentially be resolved by new empir-
ical data, unlike ‘deep’ disagreements, which involve fundamentally different moral evaluations.
Polycentric democracy can significantly reduce shallow disagreement in society by providing evi-
dence about the effectiveness of different policies and ways of living. Consequently, disharmony
and friction arising from shallow disagreements will be less prevalent under PD.

References
Aligica P and Tarko V (2012) Polycentricity: From polanyi to ostrom, and beyond. Governance

25(2): 237–262.
Applebaum A (2020) Twilight of Democracy: The Seductive Lure of Authoritarianism. New York:

Doubleday.
Bednar J (2008) The Robust Federation: Principles of Design. Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press.
Bednar J (2021) Polarization, diversity, and democratic robustness. PNAS 118(50): e2113843118.
Berman S (2017) The pipe dream of undemocratic liberalism. Journal of Democracy 28(3): 29–38.
Buchanan J (2000) The Limits of Liberty: Between Anarchy and Leviathan. Indianapolis: Liberty

Fund.
Buchanan J and Tullock G (1962) The Calculus of Consent. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan

Press.
Certini G (2005) Effects of fire on properties of forest soils: A review. Oecologia 143(1): 1–10.

Paniagua and Pourvand 19



Chung H (2020) The well-ordered society under crisis: A formal analysis of public reason vs.
Convergence discourse. American Journal of Political Science 64(1): 82–101.

Eatwell R and Goodwin M (2018) National Populism: The Revolt Against Liberal Democracy.
London: Penguin Press.

Enroth H (2022) Political Science and the Problem of Social Order. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Gaus GF (2016) The Tyranny of the Ideal: Justice in a Diverse Society. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Gaus GF (2021) The Open Society and Its Complexities. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Goodin R (1975) Cross-Cutting cleavages and social conflict. British Journal of Political Science

5(4): 516–519.
Hayek FA (2011 [1960]) The Constitution of Liberty: The Definitive Edition. Chicago: Chicago

University Press.
Hooghe L and Marks G (2003) Unraveling the central state, but how? Types of multi-level govern-

ance. American Political Science Review 97(2): 233–243.
Johnson J and Gheorghe A (2013) Antifragility analysis and measurement framework for systems

of systems. International Journal of Disaster Risk Science 4(1): 159–168.
Kogelmann B (2017) Justice, diversity, and the well-ordered society. Philosophical Quarterly

67(269): 663–685.
Kukathas C (2003) The Liberal Archipelago: A Theory of Diversity and Freedom. Oxford: Oxford

University Press.
Landemore H (2017) Beyond the fact of disagreement? The epistemic turn in deliberative democ-

racy. Social Epistemology 31(3): 277–295.
Levene M (2008) Genocide in the Age of the Nation State: Volume I: The Meaning of Genocide.

London: Bloomsbury Press.
Lipset SM (1960) Political Man. The Social Bases of Politics. New York: Doubleday Press.
Marshall G (2008) Nesting, subsidiarity, and community-based environmental governance beyond

the local scale. International Journal of the Commons 2(1): 75–97.
Miller J and Page S (2007) Princeton, New Jersey: Complex Adaptive Systems: An Introduction to

Computational Models of Social Life. Princeton University Press.
Morris C (1998) An Essay on the Modern State. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Mounk Y (2018) The undemocratic dilemma. Journal of Democracy 29(2): 98–112.
Mudde C (2021) Populism in Europe: An illiberal democratic response to undemocratic liberalism.

Government and Opposition 56(4): 577–597.
Müller J (2018) Epistemic democracy: Beyond knowledge exploitation. Philosophical Studies

175(1): 1267–1288.
Müller J (2019) Political Pluralism, Disagreement and Justice: The Case for a Polycentric

Democracy. London: Routledge.
Müller J (2023) Epistemic democracy: Making pluralism productive. Episteme; Rivista Critica Di

Storia Delle Scienze Mediche E Biologiche 20(1): 667–684.
Olson M (1982) The Rise and Decline of Nations. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Ortega y Gasset J (2021 [1961]) The Revolt of the Masses. London: Routledge.
Ostrom E (1999) Coping with tragedies of the commons. Annual Review of Political Science 2:

493–535.

20 European Journal of Political Theory 0(0)



Ostrom E (2000) Crowding out citizenship. Scandinavian Political Studies 23(1): 3–16.
Ostrom E (2005) Understanding institutional diversity. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Ostrom E (2012a) Why do we need to protect institutional diversity? European Political Science

11(1): 128–147.
Ostrom E (2012b) Nested externalities and polycentric institutions: Must we wait for global solu-

tions to climate change before taking actions at other scales? Economic Theory 49(1): 353–369.
Ostrom E, Walker J and Gardner R (1992) Covenants with and without a sword: Self-governance is

possible. American Political Science Review 86(2): 404–417.
Ostrom V (1994) The Meaning of American Federalism. San Francisco: ICS Press.
Ostrom V (2007 [1974]) The Intellectual Crisis in American Public Administration. Tuscaloosa:

University of Alabama Press.
Paniagua P and Vergara A (2022) Gobernanza policéntrica y la crisis de la democracia liberal.

Estudios Públicos 167: 77–105.
Polanyi M (1951) The Logic of Liberty: Reflections and Rejoinders. Chicago: Chicago University

Press.
Popper K (2002) The Poverty of Historicism, 2nd Edition London: Routledge. Routledge Classics.
Rajan R (2019) The Third Pillar: How Markets and the State Leave the Community Behind.

New York: Penguin Press.
Rawls J (1999) A Theory of Justice: Revised. Cambridge: Belknap Press.
Rawls J (2005) Political Liberalism, Columbia Classics in Philosophy, Expanded Ed New York:

Columbia University Press.
Reitherman R (2012) Earthquakes and Engineers: An International History. Virginia: ASCE Press.
Schaefer A (2021) Is justice a fixed point? American Journal of Political Science 67(2): 277–290.
Scott J (1998) Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have

Failed. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Scurati A (2021) M: Son of the Century. London: Fourth Estate.
Sen A (2009) The Ides of Justice. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Song S (2012) The boundary problem in democratic theory: Why the demos should be bounded by

the state. International Theory 4(1): 39–68.
Taleb N (2012) Antifragile: Things that Gain from Disorder. New York: Random House.
Taleb N (2018) Skin in the Game: Hidden Asymmetries in Daily Life. New York: Random House.
Thrasher J (2020) Agreeing to disagree: Diversity, political contractualism, and the open society.

The Journal of Politics 82(3): 1142–1155.
Thrasher J and Vallier K (2018) Political stability in the open society. American Journal of Political

Science 62(2): 398–409.
Thunder D (2025) The Polycentric Republic: A Theory of Civil Order for Free and Diverse

Societies. London: Routledge.
Thunder D and Paniagua P (2024) Polycentric Governance and the Good Society. London:

Rowman & Littlefield.
Tocqueville A (2002 [1835]) Democracy in America. Chicago: Chicago University Press.
Van Schoelandt C (2020) Functionalist justice and coordination. Social Theory and Practice 46(2):

417–440.
Weingast B (1997) The political foundations of democracy and the rule of law. The American

Political Science Review 91(2): 245–263.

Paniagua and Pourvand 21


	 Introduction
	 The twilight of liberal democracy?
	 PD and the antifragile society
	 The building blocks of PD
	 Nested resilience and de-escalating conflict
	 Antifragility and risk management

	 Objections to PD
	 Concluding remarks
	 Notes
	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


