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on a democratic spectrum.7 This invites the obvious question of
where to draw the line between which states are, and which are not,
democratic.8

‘Fortunately,’ says Dahl, ‘the results tend to agree’ about di�ering
criteria for how to deÄne and measure a democracy.9 However, in
presenting the graph in Figure 1 it should be remembered that alter-
native metrics exist that will produce marginally di�erent results. The
Polity IV index is one measure of the democratic level of a nation. It
is hosted by George Mason University in the US and ranges between
−10 for strongly autocratic regimes and 10 for consolidated democ-
racies.10 Figure 1 shows the count of countries with an index of six
and above (both weak and strongly democratic countries), and those
with eight or above (only strongly democratic countries), displaying
a clear dip during World War II, and a swift increase after the ‘vel-
vet’ revolutions around 1989 that accompanied the collapse of Soviet
communism.

Figure 1: Number of democratic countries over time.

There are many caveats to reading this graph as clear evidence of
the triumph of democracy. Universal adult su�rage, perhaps the most
commonly understood minimum component of modern representa-
tive democracy, only became commonplace after 1915 – in the US
after 1919, in the UK in 1928 and in France in 1944 – so it could be
reasonably argued that the count should actually be zero before New
Zealand introduced women’s su�rage in 1893, only rising to Äve in
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Figure 2: Percentage of democratic countries over time.

Figure 3: Percentage of global population in a democratic country over time.

The period between the end of World War II and the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989 was a remarkably stable one, during which approxi-
mately one-third of humanity lived in a democracy – the signiÄcant
dip around 1975 is when Indira Gandhi’s government of the most
populous democracy, India, declared a state of emergency, suspended
basic civil liberties, postponed elections and detained or arrested thou-
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Figure 4: Percentage of votes compared to percentage of legislative seats.

By comparing the third-placed parties in Figure 4 (UKIP in the UK,
Greens in Australia, Left in Germany and PVV in the Netherlands),
we can see why voters for minor parties in plurality-majority sys-
tems should feel discriminated against. The UK is an extreme exam-
ple. UKIP received a third of the vote of the winning Conservatives,
yet this translated into only one seat in parliament. Similarly, the Aus-
tralian Greens’ vote of almost 10 per cent resulted in only a single seat
in their so-called House of Representatives – a clear indictment of the
unrepresentativeness of the system.

The Netherlands, on the other hand, has one of the purest forms
of proportional voting in the world, with all the discrepancies being
less than 1 per cent. If a party earns 10 per cent of the votes, they
get 10 per cent of the seats in parliament. The German system is a
mix of two systems; however, the proportional element is deliber-
ately used to correct the disproportionality of the plurality-majority
part. It also incorporates a Äve-percentage minimum-vote threshold
to achieve representation, making it signiÄcantly less proportional
than the Netherlands for smaller parties. Nevertheless, it still does
markedly better than the UK or Australia if your primary concern is
that most people’s vote should contribute equally to the make-up of
parliament. The US only deserves a mention here for two reasons: in
the 2012 election, the Democrats actually obtained more votes than
the Republicans for the House of Representatives, but gained eight
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ulation of their constituency.23 If 80 per cent of residents in an area
do not endorse a Member of the European Parliament (MEP), then in
what sense is the MEP representative?

Reducing descriptive representation to a study of how closely
the composition of parliaments reÅects the voting results is, however,
very limiting. This simple measure of the unrepresentativeness of rep-
resentative democracies says nothing at all about the under-represen-
tation of women, or the demographic and socio-economic discrepan-
cies between those elected and the general populace. The vehement
anti-democracy advocate who would become the second president of
the US, John Adams, expressed curious descriptive sympathies when
he stated in 1776 that a representative assembly ‘should be in minia-
ture an exact portrait of the people at large. It should think, feel, rea-
son, and act like them.’24 The Ägures below show the distribution of
gender, age, ethnicity and wealth of US politicians, compared to the
general populace. The portrait of US society painted by its national
congress is, as expected, highly distorted.

Figures 5 and 6 compare the age and gender distribution of the
general population of the US to that of the members of the 113th US
Congress, resulting from the 2012 elections, which had a record high
number of female members.

Figure 5: Distribution of age and gender in the US.
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Figure 6: Distribution of age and gender in the US Congress.

As expected, the most striking feature of Figure 6 is the overall bias
towards older men. The severe gender imbalance reÅects those in
other spheres, such as business management, the judiciary, Änance,
entertainment and the media. In several countries, a majority of peo-
ple believe the gender imbalance needs to be ‘urgently’ addressed.25

Sweden, the Netherlands and Finland have made remarkable progress,
using a variety of tools, such as mandated quotas, towards equality of
representation both in politics and in corporate boardrooms. In Nor-
way in 2008, women accounted for 43 per cent of the board mem-
bers of large companies, and the Swedish parliament in 2007 had 47
per cent women. ‘There has been a steady, if slow, improvement’
towards eroding the gender bias, at least in Europe.26 The expan-
sion of the franchise to include women may have been a necessary
step in this process; however, it has taken several further decades and
the emergence of the modern feminist movement for the structural
exclusions and overt discrimination and sexism to be slowly exposed
and somewhat overturned. There remains much vocal opposition to
proactive attempts to further address the gender imbalance; the very
vehemence of the opposition probably highlights the strength and
broad gains made by feminism. The structural and cultural barriers
that bias the electoral system towards men undermine the legitimacy
of parliaments. The inadequate incorporation in policy of the con-
cerns of women, who still undertake the vast majority of the (often
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Figure 7: Ethnicity of the US population compared to members of Congress.

A few attempts have been made to correct biases against those in
under-represented ethnicities. Phillips details several examples in the
US where electoral districts have been redeÄned (‘gerrymandered’)
to produce overwhelmingly black constituencies to increase the like-
lihood of the election to oÇce of black politicians, although, more
often than not, gerrymandering electoral districts is done to beneÄt
one of the two main parties.29 New Zealand has several mandated
seats in its national parliament for the representation of its indigenous
Maori people.

Given all these imbalances, few people would be surprised by
perhaps the most shocking bias: the di�erence in the wealth distrib-
ution of US citizens and the national politicians elected to represent
them, shown in Figure 8. This Ägure shows the approximate percent-
age of people within a given wealth bracket for US families (grey
line) and US members of Congress (darker line). The monetary values
are on a logarithmic scale, meaning that the units go from $1,000 to
$10,000 to $100,000, etc.

The End of Politicians

60



Figure 8: Wealth of US families compared to members of Congress.

While wealth does not follow a normal (‘bell curve’) distribution
throughout society (the top 20 per cent of Americans own approxi-
mately 85 per cent of the country’s wealth), what Figure 8 shows is
the percentage of US families in each range of wealth. The median
US family wealth in 2010 was $77,300, and approximately 70 per cent
of US families have between $10,000 and $300,000 in equity. In con-
trast, the wealth of US national politicians has a (lognormal) mean
equivalent to $1.16 million – 52.3 per cent of them are millionaires.
While certain qualiÄcations for oÇce such as age, residency and citi-
zenship have always existed, being a millionaire is becoming a de facto
qualiÄcation.

This is not an accurate portrait of US society in miniature. If
Congress is fast becoming a club for millionaires, then it surely skews
and biases the legislation produced so that business as usual prevails
over urgent goals such as preventing dangerous climate change. It
goes far towards explaining why it is such a struggle to index the min-
imum wage to inÅation, or to implement a wealth tax, or to increase
or institute inheritance taxes, or to raise taxes for the highest income
bracket. What kind of legislation would be produced if the politi-
cians did represent the US population at large and around 15 per
cent of them were receiving food stamps to feed themselves and their
families?30 If gender balance among our representatives is important,
is the wealth imbalance less so? As Phillips notes, if one is to argue
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