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KENNETH ARROW
Team: New York City All Rounders

Position: Silly Point

Status: Alive! Can you believe it? Alive, I say!

Kenneth Arrow (1921–) is famous for more than being the only one of the dead white male theorists who isn’t actually dead. 

He is an economist with an amazing knack for distilling the complexities of the world into simple and compelling logical 

discussions. Arrow’s theorem, which explains exactly why it is impossible for voting to be a certain means of selecting the 

most preferred outcome when there are more than two choices, is the most obvious example. However, almost all of the 

larger body of social choice theory, which is concerned with the logic underlying how groups of people make and imple-

ment decisions, owes its existence—or at least a great big hug—to Arrow.

Arrow was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics in 1972, and what may be more remarkable than that is he has seen 

several of his students win Nobel Prizes. And as remarkable as that all is, you would think I’d have a lot more to say about 

him, but then again, that is the kind of accomplishment that speaks for itself.
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democracy and the reality. You have probably never been asked to make this distinction. 
You have probably never even thought about it enough to realize there is much of a distinc-
tion, but doing so—delving into the good, the bad, and the ugly aspects of democracy—is 
necessary to understand the critical role that elections and other democratic structures 
play in modern politics.

DEMOCRACY AND THE LIBERAL IDEAL

So far in this chapter I have not really spoken about the concept of democracy at all. 
Instead, I have been talking about elections, which is what most people probably think of 
first when they hear the word democracy. Given a more extended opportunity to speak 
about the concept, people might also mention presidents, prime ministers, legislatures, 
parliaments, mocha latte, and other critical elements of modern democratic governments. 
However, in the modern world, pure democracy is not actually a viable form of government. 
Instead, democracy is an ideal, dreamed up by long-dead, slaveholding, wine-guzzling 
Greek men with lead-poisoning-induced sanity problems. And like all of the other ideals I 
have discussed, democracy is probably unattainable in practice. The various forms of 
modern democratic governments are merely efforts to approximate that ideal—and an 
emphasis should be placed on approximate.

Democracy quite literally means “rule by the people”—at least it does in Greek, or 
Latin, or Egyptian or something old like that—and it reflects the ideal of people governing 
themselves, which may have been close to feasible in the ancient Greek city-state of 
Athens. Because ancient Athens was relatively small, all Athenian citizens could gather 
together to share perspectives, debate, and actually vote on policies in what we would 
now call direct democracy. In reality, of course, Athenian citizens had time and space 




