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Is There Such a Thing as Too Much Democracy? By Ashley Wei

Abstract

This essay will explore the concerns emerging in democratic countries, such as the
majority’s lack of expertise and flawed electoral systems, demonstrating that we are nowhere
near having too much democracy. It will then show through an example of a positive application
of democratic values that we can never have too much democracy if it is applied appropriately to
its people without the interruption of self-serving representatives. While the idea of democracy
was created to facilitate peaceful transitions of power rather than violent uprisings, it has become
apparent that democracy has taken a different turn altogether.

What is Democracy?

According to the Cambridge Dictionary, democracy is “the belief in freedom and equality
between people, or a system of government based on this belief, in which power is either held by
elected representatives or directly by the people themselves.” After generations of adaptation,
modern society takes for granted how democracy is meant to function. We have also forgotten
what the original Greek thinkers and architects warned us about democratic processes.

“Those people without the skill...to vote could lead to the equivalent of societal
shipwreck,” claims Socrates, a Greek philosopher who is widely recognized to be the “Father of
Western Philosophy” (Britannica). In his cautionary quote, he is concerned about whether the
voter has the appropriate level of expertise to make important, governing decisions. Socrates
reflects the tensions that have been present throughout the history of democracy, a fear of this
flaw disrupting the effectiveness of the system.

Democracy originates from the Greek word “demos,” representing “people,” and “kratos"
signifying "power." It is a form of government where the power is granted to the people; the
version of democracy that underpinned the Athenian government was a direct democracy where
the whole population rules directly. Eventually, other forms of democracy would develop - such
as when rule is established through elected representatives. This is called a representative
democracy, which is the type of democracy most applied in modern society. While Athenian
democracy is imperfect, it laid the foundation for what would later influence the development of
modern democracies.

Democracy in Today’s World

Today, more than 70 out of 167 countries surveyed in the Economist Intelligence Unit’s
(EIU) 2023 Democracy Index, equivalent to 4.4 billion people, live under some form of
democratic governmental system. As argued by the United Nations, democracy can play a
significant role in maintaining peace and security, while at the same time allowing individuals
the freedom of expression and association. In the disordered world that we live in today, the
effectiveness of democracy is categorized by an index (a scale of up to 10) which considers the
following factors: “electoral process and pluralism, functioning of government, political
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participation, political culture, and civil liberties” (EIU). According to the EIU Index, only 7.8%
of the world’s population has an index score of 8 or above on the scale. This small percentage of
people live under what is referred to as “full democracies,” with fair elections, civil engagement,
and individual rights. In contrast, 37.6% of the world’s population live in “flawed democracies,”
which possess problems with the rule of law, political participation, and more.

Due to the increase of misinformation, political divides, and increases in bribery, citizens
in many democratic countries have found it difficult to trust their governments, suggesting that
democracy has been corrupted by modern humanity. Many countries have also displayed either a
sudden or gradual decrease in their democracy index score, revealing a rise in social and political
conflict together with a decline of democratic quality (EIU). When we understand the
degradation of democratic values as seen in the last several decades, we can start to see that there
can never be too much democracy if there is a balance between high-quality citizen involvement
and the protection of individual rights. If decisions are ultimately made with care and not based
on self interest, external influences, and bias, democracy would not descend into the world of
chaos and corruption that seems to characterize it now.

A Lack of Expertise Leads to Manipulation

The majority’s lack of political knowledge has made manipulation and negative influence
by corrupted, self-driven political candidates effortless and concerning. With widespread,
targeted advertisement and misinformation on social media, citizens are more easily manipulated
prior to elections and lean to public opinion rather than voicing their personal, well-informed
judgments. Additionally, the increase of falsehood, conspiracy theories, and personal attacks can
also lead to decision-making based on flawed information, skewing electoral outcomes. This
disrupts the original fundamental principles of democracy. Instead of advocating for the freedom
of expression and respect of human rights, which is democracy in its purest form, the
manipulation seems like a different form of government claiming itself to be democracy through
deception.

In 2024, for instance, the United States, one of the world’s leading political powers, is
held up as a paragon of democracy. In the The US, citizens depend on representatives to make
political decisions rather than voting on laws directly themselves. Yet, its dysfunctional
government and the nation’s divided beliefs and values no longer allow the country to showcase
political harmony and peace. With its existing tensions, the country’s political candidates can
quickly ignite further problems and create divides among unacquainted citizens who are
vulnerable in believing misinformation. This, in fact, was what characterized Donald Trump’s
political campaign in the 2016 election, which ultimately swung in his favor. On the other hand,
US citizens do not always educate themselves in preparation for making political decisions.
According to CNBC, polls have revealed how 34% of Republican and 32.5% of Democratic
registered voters mentioned that “they did not know the names of their party’s congressional
candidates in their districts” This shows the public’s deep disinterest and disengagement from
democratic processes. According to the National Democratic Institute, if citizens do not have a
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strong understanding of the political process and key policy issues, they are less equipped to
make informed choices which benefit the country. The issues we face today were predicted by
Socrates thousands of years ago - clearly where he questions whether crucial decisions might not
be best handed to citizens without relevant knowledge or active engagement.

Besides the citizens, those running for office who lack wisdom have the possibility of
using “their elected position for personal gain rather than for common good.” (Socrates). Again,
as Socrates warned, the risk of electing an unsuitable leader becomes increasingly high when the
citizens themselves are not politically literate. A recent situation in America comes to mind -
George Santos, the former US representative for New York was expelled from congress not long
after misleading the electorate. By embellishing his resumé and basing his entire candidacy on
lies, Santos misled New Yorkers to vote him into the House of Representatives. This
demonstrates how the perfect marriage of candidate corruption and voter illiteracy can lead to
corrupted leadership. But again, none of this should be indicative of democracy, and absolutely
not too much of it.

Flawed Electoral Systems Become Problematic

Electoral systems worldwide are becoming increasingly flawed, threatening the
foundations of democracy. One of the most alarming trends is the rise in candidate bribery, a
practice that brutally ignores the principle of free and fair elections. According to the Public
Choice journal’s article “When is Buying Votes Wrong?”, bribery has become more sophisticated
and widespread, with candidates offering monetary incentives, promises of jobs, contracts, or
other forms of dishonest treatment in exchange for votes. Such practices distort the will of the
electorate, allowing wealthy individuals to gain political power rather than earning it through the
genuine support of citizens. Rather than those with the best leadership qualities who propose the
more ethical ideas, voting comes down to who has the bigger wallet. While the initial democratic
electoral system was designed for voters to have a chance to voice their opinion, humanity has
slowly allowed elections to focus on the temptation of personal gains rather than benefits for the
entire nation. The uneven “playing field” often leads to unstable, unrepresented governments and
crushed democratic norms - not too much democracy at all but rather anti-democracy.

According to the official voting results posted by the New York Times, the United States’
2016 presidential election showcased Hilary Clinton winning the popular vote, (combination of
all voters in all states of America) but Donald Trump winning the electoral college (a group of
presidential electors formed every four years who vote on the president and vice president) thus
giving him the White House. If the fundamental and radical principles of democracy ensures the
election to skew towards the “vote of the people,” why did the presidential position eventually go
to Trump? This system was created by the original forefathers of America who were creating
standards for a much smaller United States (the 13 original colonies). We find here the question
of too much democracy shifting to now ask: is America’s system of democracy outdated?
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Does an Effective Democracy Exist?

Democracy was created to govern a fair, free, and equal nation, yet its modern
interpretation utilizes it for a different purpose. If democracy doesn’t exist in its purest and
intended form, there will never be such a thing as too much of it. This form of government,
unadulterated by greed and self interest, is still needed for equality, freedom, and justice in the
modern world (United Nations). In its purest form, democracy remains essential for protecting
human rights and ensuring economic prosperity. According to MIT Economics, economists have
revealed that democratization causes a 20-25 percent increase in GDP per capita. Moreover,
during an International Social Survey Program (ISSP) survey, it was also found that more
exposure to democracy results in healthier emotional well-being as individuals find more
opportunities to participate politically. In the survey, a sample of citizens of different countries
were asked to rate their mental state on a scale “very happy” to “not at all happy”. Ireland, which
was ranked 7th on the Democracy Index is now ranked 1st out of all the countries surveyed with
44% of its citizens claiming that they were “very happy” while Russia, ranked 144 on the
Democracy index had less than 5% saying they were “very happy”. Clearly, democracy can and
does work in some parts of the world - and is not being applied too much in these areas. But
nations like America should learn from them because their democracy is not working.

Conclusion

Ultimately, there is no such thing as too much democracy, especially when it enables
civic participation without flaws and corruption by human nature that violate basic integrity and
human rights. While it is rare for a country to have a “perfect” democracy, its core principles
should attempt to preserve the notion of the will of the people. In its purest form, it depicts a
direct democracy where the power is exercised directly by the people. In today’s world,
Switzerland is the only country which governs through a direct democracy. All residents in the
country over the age of 18 are able to vote in an election to determine how the country is run
(World Economic Forum). Citizens can also launch their own popular initiative when demanding
a change in the constitution, but this requires the prior agreement of 100,000 individuals with
their valid signatures. This places Switzerland on the 2023 Democracy Index with an overall
score of 9.14 out 10, also categorizing it as a full democracy. If all democracies came in their
purest form, there might never be too much of it. Citizens can voice their opinion in the nation’s
politics and have the freedom and right to vote independently, without the interruption of
misleading representatives who abuse their power. Though democracy will always have flaws by
virtue of being human run, enhancing transparency and access to information will make it harder
for flawed information to exist, ultimately feeding the public with valid and accurate knowledge.
Educating and awareness-raising through public campaigns is also crucial to cultivate a culture
that rejects corruption and fraud. With these available solutions to access, democratic institutions
can be strengthened and empowered, allowing democracy to deliver its promise of equal rights,
opportunities, and representation at last.
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