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Expanding the Scope of Democracy


While many Americans may believe that the United States showcases the ideal form of democracy, this is far from the truth.  The American system of democracy possesses many strong factors, but it also consists of elements that cause it to stray from a true democracy.  To understand this disparity, one must examine other democratic nations to analyze how their histories and cultures produced various iterations of democracy.  Although many nations function as democracies, these variations in history and culture compelled nations to make different decisions regarding governmental structures and policies.  These decisions ultimately shed light on ways to form the best possible form of democracy, while also presenting the need to analyze nations’ governments on a deeper level to achieve cultural awareness.  


To understand why the United States does not have a true democratic system, one must examine the conditions that contributed to other nations’ democracies.  The United States’ strong ties with England and its history of revolution compelled it to form a constitution based on democratic ideals.  While the Constitution established principles to promote equality, the diversity of ethnicities, languages, and religions ultimately resulted in disparities.  In addition, India’s turbulent history of colonial rule and violence played a central role in its interpretation of democracy.  The division of India and Pakistan led to hostilities between both nations that still continue today; these hostilities influence India’s role in foreign policy.  India’s legal system consists of three different law systems for Muslims, Christians, and Hindus, which indicates how its diverse culture contributed to its interpretation of law.  The influence of these three groups helps explain why India has a plethora of political parties and pressure groups.  Britain’s colonial rule of India also influenced its decision to have a law system rooted in English ideas.  Finally, Latovia’s heterogeneous population expresses its history of being subject to German, Polish, Swedish, and Russian control.  Latovia operates by a civil law system, but this system contains ties to socialism, thus illustrating how its culture influenced its governmental systems.   


While it is impossible to have an absolute true form of democracy, one can still analyze other nations and pull elements together to formulate the “best of all possible worlds” approach.  To create this ideal form, a variety of factors need to be examined: branches of government, administrative divisions, legal systems, and types of constitutions.  Examining these structures through a lens of human rights can narrow this approach further; a nation that presents itself as a democracy should have policies and initiatives in place that ensure equality and protect the rights of its citizens.  This sentiment should also be promoted on a global level because democratic nations need to create foreign policy and make decisions based on their commitment to human rights for all individuals in all countries.  


In the best case scenario, a democratic government would have three branches of government to ensure that one group does not gain too much power and exert too much influence over the nation.  All of the nations, except the United States, have a separate chief of state and head of government; this is an ideal system because it prevents one individual from accumulating too much power in the executive branch.  South Korea elects the chief of state by popular vote, which gives the people a direct say in the leadership of the nation.  The president also serves one term of five years, which gives citizens the opportunity to voice their opinions more often than in the United States.  The legislative branch needs to consist of a bicameral legislature because a unicameral legislature does not allow for enough differences in opinion; a bicameral system also helps produce a more balanced legislative branch.  It is important to have at least one group elected by popular vote because this gives citizens a greater stake in the government.  The members of the legislature should have a cap on their term because individuals should have the ability to vote every few years if they believe that the members are not upholding their values and protecting their rights.  Ideally, members should serve a maximum of four years to ensure that different individuals contribute new perspectives and ideas.  In this case, Canada’s system of having members serve until they are seventy-five years old is far too long.   Also, Germany’s judicial branch presents an ideal way to ensure that rights are upheld because the Bundestag and Bundersrat, rather than the head of state, elect the judges.  Heads of state garner too much power if they choose the judges because they will choose judges that align with their own opinions.  Germany also uses a Federal Constitutional Court, Federal Court of Justice, and Federal Administrative Court; this greater variety in the courts, as opposed to one Supreme Court, works to ensure that justice is served and that individuals are fairly represented in the judicial system.  


To ensure human rights and equality, legal systems and administrative divisions need to be consistent, fair, and effective.  This can be achieved by adopting common law because this system utilizes past decisions to determine present and future cases.  As a result, judges are expected to make decisions that relate to a common set of laws for all of the citizens.  This also relates to the type of constitution that is used because a constitution needs to serve as a reference point to make consistent decisions.  For example, Canada’s constitution consists of written and unwritten laws, which complicates matters.  This does not promote human rights and equality because the government can arbitrarily decide how it wants to apply its laws, so one group of people may be at a disadvantage.  In addition, districts need to be small enough that they can effectively represent the people, but large enough so that there are not too many divisions competing for power.   For instance, Latovia’s one hundred and ten districts present issues because every district will have different interests; as a result, the nation’s policies may be fragmented and stretched too thin to adequately meet the needs of the people.  On the other hand, Germany has sixteen states and South Korea has nine provinces, which is more manageable.  


After reading through the case studies and contemplating the most ideal form of democratic government, it is evident that each nation presents advantages and disadvantages.  This principle will help students recognize that they need to consider how other governments operate before they can draw conclusions based on their opinions of the American form of democracy.  Students need to have knowledge of many other nations to help them see that other nations offer valuable insight and ideas to democracy.  This content would be most effective in a lesson that requires students to compare and contrast different forms of democracy.  Students could read similar case studies and then participate in a take-a-stand activity where they have to decide if America has the most ideal form of democracy.  By opening a lesson or unit with a question, such as “Should Americans believe that the United States has the best form of democracy?” students will be forced to tackle a felt difficulty because the question presents a controversial topic that does not have one right answer.  The controversial topic is an essential element of the lesson because “it is not sufficient to help students learn to read, write, and compute within the dominant canon without learning also to question its assumptions, paradigms, and hegemonic characteristics” (Banks, 1995, p. 152).  As a result, students will engage in reflective thinking to move past their prejudices and state of doubt in order to gain a true understanding of democracy (Dewey, 1933, p. 12-13).  According to Dewey (1933), their initial ideas about American democracy “are prejudices; that is, prejudgments, not conclusions reached as a result of personal mental activity, such as observing collecting, and examining evidence” (p. 7).  To transcend the prejudgment that America has the best form of democracy, students will consider and interpret other iterations of democracy, and they will find evidence and facts to form a ground of belief (Dewey, 1933, p. 11).  Once they begin to investigate other countries, they will hopefully be curious and want to find ways in which daily aspects of their lives either represent or do not represent true democracy. 


This content will also help students build cultural awareness by encouraging them to explore how other societies live and form government based on their different cultures and histories.  This can be a struggle for many students because individuals have a tendency to only recognize and appreciate the value of their norms and customs.  Through an investigation of other democracies, students can learn that “[i]f we are to admit the humanness of those others, then the strangeness of their ways must become less strange: must, in fact, become believable” (Hanvey, 1982, p. 165).  Students can also become aware of human choices because they will see that certain restraints and opportunities contributed to the different forms of democratic governments that are present in the world today.  A main goal of using this content in a lesson is to help students think about the world with a global cognition, rather than a pre-global cognition.  Global cognition allows students to understand how nations are connected because  “[l]inkages between evens are seen in the more complex light of systems theory.  Social goals and values are made explicit and vulnerable to challenge” (Hanvey, 182, p. 166).  By presenting a felt difficulty that encourages students to expose their minds to ideas that require a deeper understanding of nations, students will ultimately experience the benefits of a multicultural education.   
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