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What is Democracy? Can it be measured? 

The definition of democracy at its most basic form is, “rule by the people”. This definition 

stems from the Classical age and is the most common element among all of the definitions of 

democracy. A more complex definition is: democracy is where power is given to a person to vote 

– of their own free will – for representatives of their choice, thereby giving those in office power 

by the whim of the people. Both of these definitions pose problems because they are extremely 

vague. They do not specify things such as: how a democracy is supposed to be measured, how 

many elected agents there needs to be for it to be considered a democracy, and how the power is 

supposed to be distributed.  

Many scholars have attempted to study and answer one of the most important questions 

regarding democracy. “What is democracy, and can it be measured?” Democracy does not have 

one general definition because it is far too complex to generalize. Although there is no one right 

definition of democracy there are minimal conditions that policies must meet in order for a 

system of government to be considered a democracy; international organizations monitor how 

well these standards are met and some countries consider them while formulating foreign policy. 

There currently is no sure-fire way to measure democracy but Coppedge and Gerring attempt to 

present their method of measuring and conceptualizing democracy, which they hope will be 

accepted and used by scholars in the future.  

To begin with, there are a few conditions in place that are generally associated with being 

democratic. These conditions include having a regime or system of governance in place, having 

rulers, a public realm, citizens, competition, and cooperation. Democracies are usually dependent 

on a country’s “socioeconomic conditions” as well as the policies in place and its institutions. 

(Schmitter, P. C., & Karl, T. L.,n.d.) Democracies depend on the presence of rulers, or people 



who have the authority to give legitimate commands to subordinates. The public encompasses 

the making of collective norms and choices that are binding on the society. Citizens are the most 

distinctive elements in democracies; they act indirectly through the cooperation and competition 

of their elected representatives to hold democratic rulers accountable for their actions. 

Cooperation has always been a central feature of democracy because citizens must make 

decisions affecting the population as a whole. Schmitter and Karl mention The Federalist Papers 

to show how factions are a necessary evil in democracies; competition allows for alternative 

courses of action and gives room for people to weigh their merits on certain issues. In order to 

compete they must cooperate; they need to act collectively in order to select candidates, 

articulate preferences, and influence policies. On the contrary, the “defining” components of 

democracy are abstract and give rise to a considerable variety of institutions and subtypes of 

democracies. Therefore, Schmitter and Karl discuss Robert Dahl’s seven “procedural minimal” 

conditions that must be present for modern political democracy. They are 1. Control over 

government decisions about policy is constitutionally vested in elected officials, 2. Elected 

officials are chosen in frequent and fairly conducted elections in which coercion is comparatively 

uncommon, 3. Practically all adults have the right to vote in the election of officials, 4. 

Practically all adults have the right to run for elective offices in the government, 5. Citizens have 

a right to express themselves without the danger of severe punishment on political matters 

broadly defined. 6. Citizens have a right to seek out alternative sources of information. 

Moreover, alternative sources of information exist and are protected by law, 7. Citizens also have 

the right to form relatively independent associations or organizations, including independent 

political parties and interest groups. (Schmitter, P. C., & Karl, T. L.,n.d.)  They agree with these 

seven conditions but propose that Dahl should further refine and clarify the first point regarding 



who has control over government decisions; they also want to create two more conditions. They 

propose a further refinement of the first condition and a condition that should come before the 

first condition because without that condition there cannot be a democracy.  

Moreover, democracy has risen in popularity following the end of the Cold War, but there 

is still no way to conceptualize and measure regimes to determine whether or not they are 

democratic. Coppedge and Gerring presented the reader with various studies on flawed methods 

of measuring democracy and attempted to make sense of them in order to formulate their own 

method. These indicators included creating a multidimensional approach and collecting new 

information at a highly separated level. They focused on six main issues with the models: 

definition, precision, coverage, coding, aggregation, and validity/ reliability tests. In doing so, 

they were able to formulate a new method of testing democracy. Their model is a six-pronged 

approach with more than 30 questions, which they believe can best measure and conceptualize 

democracy. In their approach, the two categories they focus on – which set them apart from the 

other methods – are the deliberative and egalitarian categories. This theoretical system of 

measurement seems to fill in the weaknesses listed in the other methods.  

 In conclusion, there is no one definition or classification of democracy because it consists 

of multiple institutions working together to create a functioning system of government; 

furthermore, it cannot be accurately measured because there is no reliable system of 

measurement in place at the moment. This is because there is no universally accepted definition 

of what democracy is; if you cannot agree on its definition, there is no way you can quantify and 

measure it. The authors of both of these articles can agree that the definition of democracy is far 

too broad and the measures of democracy are too flawed. They both discuss ways to alleviate 



these problems and address their versions of solutions to these problems but only time can tell 

what will come as a result of their findings.  
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