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Abstract 

Macro-historically speaking, the concept of governing societies through 
democratic means is relatively novel and the exception rather than the norm: A 
unique set of conditions and circumstances has given rise to and enabled the 
persistence of modern democracies, but these conditions that may not hold in the 
near and distant future, giving rise to and accelerating dynamics of democratic 
decline and backsliding that are already observable today. Advances in science 
and technology have the potential to radically alter fundamental economic, 
political and societal systems and interactions, contributing to a rising number of 
challenges to democratic regimes. This paper investigates what causal factors 
hold explanatory power for both the rise and prevalence of democratic regimes, 
and what changes in these factors caused by advanced Artificial Intelligence 
imply about the future of democracy. A literature review was conducted to 
identify competing explanations for the historical emergence of modern 
democracies, as well as explanations for the “evolutionary advantage” that helps 
explain their proliferation and endurance over time. Based on the results of this 
analysis and forecasts about future technology development and diffusion, 
possible implications about the trajectory of democracies and the possibility of 
their decline are discussed. We find that democracies are threatened most by the 
transformations caused by the large-scale automation of labor and the possibility 
of rising inequality. The partial or full automation of the military, as well as the 
development and diffusion of novel technologies that lower the cost of repression, 
play a contributing role in disproportionately empowering autocrats, undermining 
democratic principles and eroding what used to be the very assets that helped 
democracies outperform and outmaneuver dictatorial regimes.  

1 Introduction 

More people live under democratic regimes today than ever in history - and this is not just a result 
of population growth. Democratic forms of rule and political leadership have also increased as a 
percentage of all regime types practiced worldwide (Herre et al. 2013). However, many democracies 
are less than a generation old, and in the broader picture of human history, democracy is the 
exception, not the rule: “Democracy may, after all, turn out to have been a historical accident, a 
brief parenthesis that is closing before our eyes [...]. And, really, only a tiny minority of humanity 
of the human race will have experienced it. In both time and space, democracy fills a very small 
corner.” (Revel 1984, see also Dahl 1998) To make matters worse, a phenomenon has recently 
emerged that experts have termed “democratic backsliding” (Bermeo 2016). In 2023 alone, the 
Episodes of Regime Transformation data showed that a whopping 42 countries were in the process 
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of autocratizing (Herre et al. 2013, see also Herre 2022 and Herre 2024). Scholars have also noted 
that democratic resilience has weakened substantially since the early 1990s, noting an 
“unprecedented breakdown of 36 democratic regimes.” (Boese et al. 2021) The same study found 
that once autocratization has begun, only a fifth of democracies succeeds in averting an ultimate 
breakdown.  

If democracy is such a new phenomenon, and yet it is already in decline, should we be worried that 
its tenure as a superior mode of governance will be short-lived? Is democracy, as some have put it 
provocatively, “a bit chancy” (Dahl 1998), a “historical accident” (Revel 1984) or a “blip in history” 
(Harari/Sodeoka 2018)? In this paper, I argue that democracy as a way to rule and govern is indeed 
not just in danger, but that advances in Artificial Intelligence (AI) capabilities and the societal, 
political and military effects this has further downstream will exacerbate the threats that democracy 
faces. The argument rests on the following claims: (1) The prevalence of modern democracies can 
be explained by the subtle interplay of several dynamics and factors that have made democracies 
evolutionarily adaptive, conferring upon them a strategic advantage. This allowed for democracy as 
an idea to proliferate and outcompete autocracies. Enfranchisement of the citizenry was a necessary 
component to reap the aforementioned benefits. (2) Transformative AI capable of bringing about 
large-scale automation  could fundamentally alter the conditions that were conducive to the 
emergence and survival of democracy. This is for at least five reasons:  

(a) Transformative AI might significantly affect the degree to which enfranchisement of the 
broader population will be necessary to reap the aforementioned benefits:  

(i) The importance of wide-scale subscription to the military might diminish. 
(ii) The value of an educated workforce (and hence their bargaining power) might 

decline. 
(b) Transformative AI could enhance autocrats’ ability to process information and make 

decisions, which used to be a key weakness and hindrance to their acquisition of power.  
(c) Transformative AI could disproportionately empower those with the least scruples to 

deploy it carelessly. 
(d) Transformative AI could cement autocratic leadership by conferring upon them a military 

advantage that makes coups less likely/autocracy less costly.  
(e) Transformative AI could exacerbate economic inequality, which decreases the chances of 

further democratization.   

As a result, democracies could lose their evolutionary advantage and could gradually (or suddenly) 
be replaced by dictatorships.  

2 Methodology 

A literature review was conducted to identify common strands in the realm of explanations for 
democratic emergence and prevalence over time, drawing from studies in Political Science, 
Economics, International Relations and Security Studies. Findings of said literature review were 
then agglomerated and distilled into “clusters” of theories that help explain why a rise in democratic 
regimes could be observed during a certain period. An emphasis is placed on foundational dynamics 
and causal relationships that we have reason to expect were predictive of the emergence or 
prevalence of democracies, and those that will most likely be affected by large-scale automation. 
Scholars (e.g. Carothers 2007, see also Cheibub et al. 1996 and Stasavage 2020) have argued that 
other facilitating factors like a small and homogenous populace, historical experience with political 
pluralism or the presence of democratic neighbors play a role in helping to usher in or help keep 
alive democracies, but as factors that are a) less central to the emergence of democracy and b) less 
amenable to intervention, they are largely excluded from the analysis. For each remaining cluster 
of theories, the available empirical evidence that would lend support to a given theory was critically 
examined. In a second step, forecasts and predictions about the expected effects of wide-scale 
automation on the factors that hold explanatory power for the emergence and persistence of 
democracy were collected in order to assess the degree to which such factors would continue to play 
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a role in conferring upon democracies a strategic or “evolutionary” advantage. This collection 
involved a review of the relevant literature in the respective domain (e.g. economics for the role that 
equality and economic development plays). Based on the findings of this mapping exercise, possible 
pathways towards autocratization were generated and evaluated for their likelihood. 

3 Results 

The literature review that was conducted to summarize differing accounts of what explains the 
success of modern democracies revealed a necessity to separate explanatory factors into two broad 
domains: Firstly, there are factors that appear to be conducive to the rise or emergence of 
democracies, while others are more suitable to providing an explanation as to why they prevail once 
they are established. 

3.1 What explains the rise of modern democracies? 

The process of democratization is well-studied, and frameworks for categorizing different types of 
democratic transitions have been developed as early as the 1980s, most famously by Donald Share 
(Share 1987, Mainwaring 1989) who proposes a typology alongside two  axes, the speed at which 
the transition occurs and whether it was initiated by regime leaders or those opposing them. In this 
paper, I focus on transitions that were initiated or facilitated by regime leaders, rather than processes 
of democratization that could better be classified as revolutions. This is for a number of reasons: 
Peaceful transitions tend to work significantly better in bringing about lasting political change, as 
evidenced by the outstanding track record of Scandinavian countries (Andersen 2018, 
Jansson/Sandberg/Lindenfors 2013). Besides, transitions that can be described as “conversions” or 
those that were the result of cooperative approaches between elites and the disenfranchised have 
historically been in the majority and have a disproportionately low chance of reversion 
(Guo/Stradiotto 2014). Finally, Britain, France, Sweden and Germany have all been described as 
the results of efforts by political elites to prevent widespread social unrest (Acemoglu/Robinson 
2000). The prime minister Earl Grey is believed to have said when introducing the electoral reform 
that the core idea of his reformist democratic transition of Britain is “to prevent the necessity of 
revolution” (Acemoglu/Robinson 2000).  

At the heart of the question of what explains the rise of modern democracy therefore lies a 
fundamental puzzle: If you are an elite that is trying to hold on to (or maximize) power , why would 
you cede this capability to those who - assuming the status quo persists - have less of it? For large 
parts of human history, broad enfranchisement of the citizenry was a rarity. So to explain why 
democracies have risen and become the norm rather than the exception, an explanation is needed as 
to why there was a deviation from that norm, and what the underlying incentives (shaped by 
historical circumstances) were that led to this transformation, in addition to fears of being 
overthrown and/or murdered.  

Having reviewed the literature on this, I find three strands of evidence that point to possible reasons 
why it was rational and in the rulers’ best interest to distribute power rather than to further centralize 
it: (i) economic development and increasing equality, (ii) enfranchisement as a result of dynamics 
associated with military conquest and national security and (iii) the increased value of an educated 
workforce. 

3.1.1 Economic development and increasing equality  

It’s been observed that an increase in GDP and the emergence of wide scale enfranchisement have 
historically often coincided. Boix (2003) calls the correlation between democracy and economic 
development “the strongest empirical generalization we have in comparative politics to date”. What 
explains this correlation? Since correlation isn’t causation and the direction of the causal arrow isn’t 
clear, I consider the evidence behind both possible explanations. In section 3.2.1, I lay out how 
democratization can yield economic benefits. In this section, I look at how economic growth can 
lead to democratization. The core argument goes as follows: Economic development has historically 
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often benefited those who were worst off, and hence brought with it higher equality. This, however, 
only shifts the puzzle to a different question: Why is increased equality conducive to 
democratization?  

The threat of democracy is that those who would then wield power will use it to call for more 
redistribution, and the bigger the difference between the poor and the rich, the more extreme these 
calls will be, and the more there is to lose for elites (Boix 2003). If, however, the gap between the 
classes is shrinking, so is the threat of redistribution and higher taxation. Historically, a contributing 
factor to this was a decline in the specificity of capital, which is associated with increasing GDP per 
capita (Ziblatt 2017). The more mobile capital is, the less likely it is that a government will impose 
high taxes (a real threat for elites), given the possibility that those paying the taxes could relocate 
to a different jurisdiction. A reduced threat of high taxes in turn diminished the risk of political 
conflict, lowering the cost of democracy and thereby making it more likely (Boix 2003). 
Increasingly mobile capital, as it happens, introduces a natural “upper bound” of the taxation that 
elites have to expect to pay, so that the threat of those who hold no capital to call for redistribution 
seems overall less existential to those who do have capital. Conversely, if the level of difficulty at 
which taxation can be escaped increases, support for authoritarian solutions increases. This is one 
explanation for why countries that heavily rely on natural resources for their wealth (e.g. gulf states 
and their oil) remain authoritarian in spite of increased relative wealth and economic development.  

The idea of democratization as a way of preventing revolutions and violent upheaval indicates there 
is a second category of factors that played a role in the rise of modern democracies: the role of 
national and international security, warfare and the military.  

3.1.2 Democratization and (inter-)national security  

As indicated in the previous chapter, there appears to be an additional and similarly pragmatic 
reason for elites to extend the right to vote to those who were previously disenfranchised: 
guaranteeing internal and external security.  

3.1.2.1 The state’s (non-)monopoly on power and the fear of revolt 

The second amendment to the US constitution is commonly at the heart of debates between 
progressives and conservatives about gun control and the right to bear arms. Proponents argue that 
the right and ability to acquire weaponry (including guns) is what keeps democracies from 
degrading into autocracies, since only a ruling class that is afraid of being toppled by its constituents 
will have sufficient incentives to act in their best interests. So as weapons like guns became more 
proliferated, the risk of oppressing dissenting forces rose to the point where it became untenable to 
uphold repressive structures, and elites reluctantly resorted to democracy as a way to escape their 
fate of not surviving a possible revolution.  

The empirical evidence does not exactly encourage faith in such a theory, since around the globe, 
there is little correlation between the emergence and prevalence of democratic systems and a heavily 
armed citizenry (Michel 2013). Some attribute this to the advances in the kind of weaponry that is 
available to modern governments - citizens with conventional weapons simply aren’t threatening 
enough. This hypothesis is corroborated by case studies from the Middle East: “Like the Iraqis, 
Libyans were fairly well armed under Muammar al-Qaddafi — 15.5 guns per 100 people as of 2007 
— but it still took an assist from NATO air power to finally bring him down.” (Keating 2013) 
Defendants of the aforementioned theory of a scared elite contend that the ability to actually win a 
confrontation is not what matters: It’s enough for there to be a credible threat and for the suppression 
of an insurgency to be costly (even if it could be subdued), suggesting “a sort of cost-
benefit/deterrence theory” (Dunlap 1995).  

Taking all this evidence into account, it seems unlikely that the fear of elites to be removed from 
power (or worse, killed) was the driving force behind the rise of modern democracy. It might still 
be, however, that military considerations played an important role in the calculus of those 
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voluntarily ceding power: Fears might not be directed at their own constituents, but rather at the 
threats posed by external forces.  
3.1.2.2 External security: The dependance of elites on large-scale civilian armies 

Enfranchisement, interpreted this way, was a mere means through which leaders could ensure that 
they could recruit sufficient amounts of willing citizens into large-scale civilian armies, which 
remained important for a large part of history to win wars (Drutman/Mounk 2016). At the same 
time, asking the populace to put their life at risk for the abstract notion of a “state” or “shared 
cultural heritage and identity” often required concessions, and leaders found it was easier to raise 
large armies when they concurrently extended political rights to those who were subscribed into 
military service (Onorato et al. 2014). Keeping this in mind, it seems logical that most universal 
suffrage laws in Europe were passed around major wars (Ticchi/Vindigni 2008, Karlan 2020, Tripp 
2023, for a statistical analysis see Ingesson et al. 2018). Enfranchisement became the most credible 
and sustainable way elites could commit to redistributive measures as compensation for the moral 
hazard of asking citizens to put their life at risk (Ticchi/Vindigni 2008). 

Wars were also very expensive endeavors, and a government that sought to fund its expansionary 
(or purely defensive) activities quickly found itself in a position where taxes needed to be raised to 
finance military operations and large-scale armies (Hariri/Wingender 2023). In turn, citizens would 
demand the right to vote as compensation for this raise in taxes. Seen through this lens, 
democratization appears once again less as the outcome of a strong and steadfast commitment to 
egalitarian values, but rather as the outcome of a strategic calculus that considered the necessity to 
compensate citizens for engaging in costly and dangerous wars on behalf of the elites.  

3.1.3 Increased value of an educated workforce & increased bargaining power of workers  

The fact that democratization coincided with industrialisation has led some to develop theories that 
democracy started to reveal itself as a potentially advantageous form of rule, given the increased 
dependence of capital holders on a well-educated labor force in the United States and the United 
Kingdom towards the late nineteenth century (Drutman/Mounk 2016). Empirical evidence supports 
this theory, since states have been found to be able to boost economic growth and attract high-wage 
employers through investments in education (Berger/Fisher 2013). This way, policies that were 
redistributive in nature – like universal education – started to also become appealing to those in 
power (Acemoglu/Robinson 2005). At the same time, it’s worth noting that this represented a 
gamble that plausibly wouldn’t pay off for decades, and one that produced gains that were widely 
dispersed so that the benefit to any individual industrialist was likely small. So while it may make 
sense from a macroeconomic perspective (given the expected increase in economic growth), it may 
be less appealing from the viewpoint of a single factory or company owner (who primarily sought 
to maximize profit in the near or medium term).  

To briefly and preliminarily summarize previous sections: The rise of democracy can be understood 
as an emergent phenomenon caused by dynamics related to the needs and preferences of elites rather 
than as a targeted march towards increased justice, fairness or freedom.  

3.2 Why do democracies prevail?  

Three forces appear to have come together to give rise to the phenomenon of modern democracy. 
However, this does not suffice to explain why democracies have prevailed, that is why they haven’t 
degenerated into whatever form of rulership previously existed after a brief period of flourishing. 
After all, one might imagine that as circumstances change (e.g. there is currently no war to be 
fought, or inequality is briefly rising due to a financial crisis, or a change in supply and demand on 
the labor market diminished the bargaining power of the proletariat), the “need” to enfranchise 
workers concurrently decreases, providing a fertile ground for democratic backsliding. In other 
words: Democracies need to prove that they have a lasting evolutionary advantage over competing 
systems. And it seems like they do: “To date, democracy has offered the best answer to the question 
of how people should rule themselves.” (Hobson 2015) There is active discourse on the advantages 
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and disadvantages of different political systems, but it appears there are at least three domains where 
democracies have – at least for now – outperformed their autocratic counterparts.  

3.2.1 Economic development and innovation 

Evidence suggests that democracies perform better in economic terms – Acemoglu et al. (2019) 
found that democratization is followed by GDP per capita increases of about 20 percent. Various 
factors have been credited for this trend, from benefits accrued by a stronger emphasis on education 
to the prevalence of more amicable trade relationships. One theory has gained disproportionate 
attention, also known as the so-called “Popper hypothesis”: Democracies are better at innovation, a 
key driver of economic growth and prosperity. This is hotly debated, however, and while one study 
of 132 countries over 37 years did provide evidence that autocracies are generally less innovative 
with regards to technological advances (Wang et al. 2021), other studies find no such link (Gao et 
al. 2017, Ahmed et al. 2024). 

There is one more domain in which democracy’s innovative advantage plays out: The battlefield. 
Democracies relative advantage in facilitating research and development also means that they are 
outperforming autocracies in the domain of military technology development and diffusion 
(Sauer/Schörnig 2020), which confers a strategic advantage to them under conditions of  
geopolitical tension. We turn to this success factor next.  

3.2.2 Military mobilization and success 

Historically, democracies have had an impressive track record when it comes to their performance 
on the battlefield (Lake 1992). There is some debate around the direction of the causality that is 
suggested here, and uncertainty about whether democracies are the cause or the effect of traits and 
characteristics that predict superior performance in armed conflicts, for instance the availability of 
superior human capital or harmonious civil-military relations (Biddle/Long 2004).  

What is it that makes democracies so successful in violent conflicts? One plausible explanation lies 
in the possibility of selection effects: It has been observed that democracies are more conservative 
in their decisions to go to war (Stam/Reiter 2020, Filson/Werner 2004), a selectivity which may 
explain their disproportionate winning percentage. Biddle/Long (2004) attribute this selectivity to 
a combination of higher openness (which allows those in opposition of a war to make their 
disagreement heard) and higher vulnerability of leadership (which creates pressure through electoral 
sanctions in the event of a failure), allowing leaders to make more well-informed decisions.  

3.2.3 Higher adaptability due to better decision making, problem solving and information 
processing, especially in times of crises  

Finally, democracies have been credited with an increased ability to make well-informed decisions 
and solve complex problems and challenges, especially those that require constant re-orientation, 
flexibility and the ability to adapt to changing circumstances. The classic counterexample of this is 
the Soviet Union. With strong centralisation of power also came a key weakness: Efficient planning 
and allocation of resources was difficult enough to represent a key barrier to growth, and the 
inability to process large amounts of information which could feed back into the deliberation 
process presented a challenge.  

4 Discussion  

The results of the literature review have shown that a number of general factors coalesce to explain 
the emergence and the prevalence of democracy as the dominant form of rule and leadership today 
by providing a fertile ground upon which democracies could grow and flourish. According to Yuval 
Noah Harari, “[t]heir success in the 20th century depended on unique technological conditions that 
may prove ephemeral.” (Harari/Sodeoka 2018) Given recent advances in AI development, these 
conditions may change radically, and in some domains already have. Hence - and building on the 
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findings from the previous sections – in this section I discuss whether large-scale automation could 
fundamentally alter the environments in which democracy prospered by taking each of the factors 
identified above and examining whether we should expect them to get stronger, prevail at an existing 
level or erode following large-scale automation, and what that implies for the prospects of 
democratic regimes around the world.  

4.1 Economic development and increasing equality  

Looking at economic development alone, most forecasts suggest that AI advances will fuel growth 
(European Parliament 2019, IMF 2024, Acemoglu 2024), although disagreement exists about 
whether this will be of an exponential nature (Aghion et al. 2017, Davidson 2021, Naudé 2024). 
The potential of new scientific discoveries and large-scale automation stand a chance of opening up 
entirely new sources of economic value and making existing ones even more profitable. All else 
equal, this should make us more optimistic about the survival of democracy given that economic 
development has historically been associated with democratization. However, scholars have noted 
that while economic development does appear to bolster resilience to the onset of autocratization, 
it does not provide protective benefits once the process of democratic decline has begun (Boese et 
al. 2021). This means that signs of impending autocratization over the next 5-10 years, during which 
large-scale automation seems particularly likely, need to be carefully monitored.  

It’s also notable that economic development only predicted democratization in situations where 
capital was sufficiently mobile. As alluded to above when discussing the gulf states, when capital 
is locked up in relatively stationary assets like oil or other natural resources, economic development 
and the existence of stable dictatorships can go hand in hand. Even when democracy has been tested 
in these environments, it’s been found that oil-based economies are more likely to backslide into 
authoritarianism (Watts 2016). There have been debates around whether data and compute will be 
the “new oil” (European Parliament 2020, Dargan 2024) or whether the analogy ultimately breaks 
down in meaningful ways (Moschella 2023, Benaich/Chalmers 2024). If the analogy holds, this 
doesn’t inspire hope in the survival chances for democracy.  

Further, the review has shown that economic development is linked to increasing equality, which 
historically served as a catalyst for additional redistributive measures and large-scale 
enfranchisement by lowering the cost of enfranchisement and increasing the cost of suppression. 
While there is currently no conclusive evidence about the effects of AI advances on inequality, the 
potential of large scale automation alone indicates the possibility of a world where capital assets 
become more and not less monopolized by those with access to key resources like compute or 
proprietary data sets. As a result, there may be a decisive strategic advantage for first movers, which 
would allow that party to slow down competitors at a later stage. It’s also conceivable that barriers 
to entry for users create conditions under which some benefit from being able to use AI systems to 
increase their productivity, while others won’t (Robinson 2024). Rising inequality has repeatedly 
been brought up by experts from around the world as a key risk associated with the development 
and deployment of ever-more powerful AI systems (Acemoglu 2024, Cornelli et al. 2023, 
Joshi/Nykvist 2023, Gries/Naudé 2018), though some reports suggest otherwise, finding no effects 
between or even decreasing inequality effects within occupations (OECD 2024). 

In summary, while we should expect economic development to persist or even speed up as a result 
of AI advances, we shouldn’t be similarly optimistic that this will bolster democracy, given the lack 
of mobile capital assets and the downstream effects on rising inequality, which might make 
democracy a more costly system for those who stand to lose from redistribution.  

4.2 Democratization and (inter-)national security  

Two factors played a role in the nexus between enfranchisement and security concerns: Firstly, 
enfranchisement was seen as a way of appeasing a public that otherwise posed a threat given the 
invention of weaponry that could be used by wider portions of the populace. Secondly, 
enfranchisement was a means of compensating those who took on the costly job of defending the 
country against external adversaries.  
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Starting with the first point, we might expect governments with access to advanced technology to 
be less concerned by citizen revolts, at least as long as we assume that the weaponry available to 
governments will be sufficiently superior and inaccessible by the wider public. AI may also provide 
new surveillance capabilities that make safeguarding against attempts of insurrection and revolt (or 
even just peaceful protest) easier and less costly (Frantz et al. 2020, Shahbaz 2018). However, some 
have argued that within the next two decades we are destined for a so-called “Third Drone Age” 
(Rogers 2022), a time in history where fully autonomous weapon systems will become widely 
available to non-state actors. In a world where these destructive military capabilities are more evenly 
distributed, enfranchisement as appeasement still seems like a tenable strategy, although it is worth 
noting that the levels of proliferation needed for this effect to function as intended come with 
considerable externalities, most importantly the proliferation of dangerous weapons to potentially 
nefarious actors.  

Moving on to the second point, it seems similarly unlikely that governments will rely on civilians 
for large scale militaries in an age where most warfare is automated and drones become the preferred 
tool for military decision makers, especially since the political and public pressure to use 
increasingly sophisticated and targeted technology to save avoidable casualties can be expected to 
rise as systems’ capabilities advance. While drones are (in the near term) unlikely to entirely replace 
the human workforce in the defense sector (CSS 2010, McLean 2014), they will still reduce the 
government’s reliance on human labor and human capital for military purposes. In such a world, 
enfranchisement as compensation for conscription will become obsolete. Other mechanisms 
described above – like citizens paying for wars with their taxes – might continue to provide some 
protection against rampant aggressions and military conquest.  

4.3 Increased value of an educated workforce and increased bargaining power of an 
educated workforce  

It’s unclear whether having access to a well-educated workforce will be an equally important factor 
for a country’s economic performance as it was in the past. At the moment, human talent remains a 
key bottleneck to AI development (Deloitte 2020, Musser et al. 2023) and countries are competing 
for highly educated workers up to a point where Chinese recruitment of engineers from Taiwan and 
Korea has become a well-documented phenomenon (Everington 2019, Hale 2022, Mak 2022, Liao 
2022, Chiang/Lin 2023). However, that doesn’t mean that large swathes of the population need to 
be highly educated. It’s also unclear whether this trend will persist, given recent advances in even 
highly technical professions like the electronic design of chips (Lin 2023). AI advances would likely 
bring more automation with it, and with that a reduced dependence on a large base of skilled 
workers.  

4.4 Economic development and innovation  

Since the link between democratization and innovation is not well understood, it is difficult to draw 
conclusions about the likelihood that democracies will continue to be more innovative than 
autocracies, and whether they will enjoy greater economic development. However, to the degree 
that innovation will also be mostly driven by AI systems – and we have already seen impressive 
results in domains from protein folding (Jumper et al. 2021) to drug development (Tompa 2024) 
and the discovery of new materials for batteries used in electric vehicles (Blades 2021) – there is 
prima facie no good reason to think that democracies would be more effective in facilitating this.  

4.5 Military mobilization and success on the battlefield  

To briefly revisit the case for democratic superiority in terms of military efforts, the review has 
shown that democracies have historically had access to a more motivated army with a better 
technology that is more selectively deployed in wars, while also enabling relations between rulers 
and military leaders that proved beneficial for cooperation, creating conditions under which 
democracies were overall more likely to win wars. Should we expect any or all of these contributing 
factors to hold? 
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Furthermore, there is the combination of soldier’s high loyalty and access to advanced technology. 
Both factors could be made irrelevant by the introduction of automated weaponry, which is well 
underway and already in use in conflicts like the ongoing one in Gaza (Abraham 2024). If anything, 
autocracies can be expected to be more indiscriminate and less reserved about deploying potentially 
controversial tools like drones and lethal autonomous weapons. Democracies relative advantage in 
military endeavors also stemmed from the fact that they had an edge with regards to research and 
development of cutting-edge weaponry, thanks to the existence of competitive civilian markets. As 
a previous chapter has shown, there is no reason to believe this would persist when innovation is 
itself automated. On the other hand, an area where autocracies traditionally had advantages (the 
channeling of massive resources into the manufacturing once the R&D had concluded) could 
become less relevant when production resources become less relevant (due to their increased 
availability) in both democracies and autocracies (Sauer/Schörnig 2020).  

4.6 Higher adaptability due to better decision making, problem solving and information 
processing, especially in times of crises  

Democracies have proven to be particularly effective in dealing with problems by having better 
decision-making, fueled by more efficient information processing. Out of all of the factors that 
explain democracy's victorious trajectory, this is arguably the most likely to vanish as a result of 
large-scale automation. One reason is that AI could soon enable autocracies to amend one of their 
key weaknesses by allowing them to centrally process massive amounts of information, something 
that was difficult for the Soviet Union. Actors with no concern for privacy might even benefit from 
the enhanced centralization observable in autocracies, given that machine learning benefits from 
“having all data in one place”. That way, what used to be a handicap for authoritarian regimes in 
the past may become one of their biggest advantages (Harari/Sodeoka 2018).  

4.7 Implications for the possibility of democratic decline  

The analysis presented in previous sections has provided reason to believe that democracy’s tenure 
may indeed, in the grand scheme of things, be short-lived: “Given the right conditions, any society 
can turn against democracy. Indeed, if history is anything to go by, all of our societies eventually 
will.” (Applebaum 2020) Based on the results presented above, two possible pathways towards 
autocracy appear most plausible – one that is focused on the economic dimension, and one that is 
focused on the military dimension.  

4.7.1 Economic dimension  

The most straightforward mechanism that could bring about the fall of democracy is mediated 
through a rise in inequality and the disappearance of a middle class as a stabilizing force, which 
could undermine the support of elites for democracy. Growing costs of redistribution that come 
alongside rising inequality, paired with a reduced need for human labor (or military might) could 
mean that elites see the democratic process as a relict that is simply not needed anymore 
(Drutman/Mounk 2016). This could be exacerbated by a vicious cycle with self-reinforcing 
feedback loops: As societies become more unequal, the cost of redistribution rises, and efforts to 
block such measures will become more aggressive. This, in turn, will increase inequality, further 
raising the cost of redistribution and the cost of tolerating democracy (see also Korinek/Bell 2024). 

From an economic point of view, elites may not simply have more to lose (due to increasing 
inequality). They may also have a lot less to gain. In a world where elites do not need citizens to 
staff their factories or to fight their wars, large parts of the population may suddenly face a new 
threat, entirely different from previous precarities like exploitation or repression, and much harder 
to fight against: irrelevance (Harari/Sodeoka 2018). This goes back to the observation that in the 
early days of democracy, elites needed at least parts of the population to determine the right amount 
of land, to implement and enforce policies, etc. In later years, they became dependent on a well-
educated workforce. Once this dependency disappears, enfranchisement could become a purely 
costly endeavor without any associated benefits. Elites might still be incentivized to provide a 
baseline of services to their citizens to consolidate their power in a similar way as it’s currently done 
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in the gulf states (cf. previous chapters). These autocracies might actually turn out to be the most 
stable ones, since they would also enjoy some of the benefits that have made democracies 
successful, e.g. popular support.  

4.7.2 Military dimension  

A second path towards dictatorship emerges from the observations outlined above about the 
dependence on and superiority of democracy’s large scale civilian armies, and how both might 
become obsolete in a military future dominated by automated weapons and advanced AI military 
technology. Two main factors stand out: (1) A decreased reliance on citizens for military purposes 
and (2) decreasing costs and advanced methods of suppression and pre-empting of revolts and 
insurrection. The idea that innovative technologies will transform the role of human resources in 
violent conflicts between states is not new. As early as the mid-1990s, military historians have 
claimed that "high technology weapons make large numbers of soldiers irrelevant” (Dunlap 1995). 
Since then, advances in the automation of key technologies have only made this more pronounced, 
and future leaders may not depend on mass civilian armies at all. If the need for military subscription 
played an important role in shifting regimes towards democracy, this is significant.  

5 Limitations  

Generally speaking, the fact that democracy is – macro historically speaking – such a young and 
new phenomenon means there is a limited amount of data available. Especially when investigating 
specific topics like the likelihood of winning wars or the ability to handle crises efficiently, small 
sample sizes and the possibility of a variety of confounding factors and variables make 
generalizations difficult, compromising the external validity of the findings presented in this paper.  

6 Conclusion  

This paper investigated the possibility of democratic decline and the danger of autocratization by 
examining what explains the rise and prevalence of democracy historically, and by assessing 
whether the large-scale automation of labor and military power will fundamentally alter the factors 
that have led to the spreading of democracy, and what that means for whether democracies can 
maintain what used to be their evolutionary advantages. For all three factors that help to explain the 
rise of democracy (Economic development and increasing equality, national and international 
security and the increased value and bargaining power of an educated workforce), there exists 
reason for concern that large-scale automation facilitated by AI provides a significant disrupting 
force that presents a real threat to democracies. Similarly, for the three factors identified as 
predictors of the prevailing of a democratic regime (Economic development & innovation, military 
success and better decision-making and information processing) we find that automation and – more 
generally – the advent and adoption of novel and emerging technologies could confer upon 
autocratic regimes an advantage that was previously enjoyed by democratic regimes. Concretely, 
two pathways of democratic decline seem most plausible and worrying based on the analysis 
presented above: Firstly, a decline in equality and associated power concentration in the hands of a 
few might increase the cost of enfranchisement and spark division between economic classes that 
tears at the seams of a functioning democracy. Secondly, the partial or (eventually) full automation 
of the military represents a threat to democracy by decreasing the reliance of elites on broad 
conscription and enlistment, while also empowering dictators with stabilizing powers and possibly 
heightening geopolitical instability.  
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