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Author’s Note

This document unifies two papers from the OMXUS Research Series: Paper 8 (Quadratic Voting and
Democratic Innovation) and Paper 14 (178 Years of Direct Democracy: Switzerland as Evidence for
Citizen-Led Governance at National Scale). They were written separately but they are, at bottom,
one argument.

The argument is simple. Switzerland adopted direct democracy in 1848. Four referendums a year.
Citizens vote on policy. No middlemen. 178 years and 7004 referendums later, it is the richest
country in the world per capita, has topped the Global Innovation Index for 15 consecutive years,
carries a debt-to-GDP ratio of 30% while the eurozone average is 97%, and enjoys the highest
citizen trust in government in the OECD at 62% versus the average of 39%.

Switzerland has no iron ore. No oil. No coastline worth mentioning. No colonial empire extracting
wealth from other continents. It is a mountainous federation of 8.8 million people who speak four
different languages and practise at least three different religions, with 25% of the population born
overseas. The “it only works because Switzerland is special” argument does not survive contact
with these facts. What Switzerland has is a system in which the people who pay the taxes decide
how the taxes are spent.

This matters because it is Goal 1 of the OMXUS project. Not the first goal chronologically — the
goals came from grief, from watching systems fail real people — but the first in sequence because
everything else depends on it. You cannot fix the food supply (Goal 10), or the justice system



(Goals 3, 4, 5), or the housing market (Goal 9), or the drug laws (Goal 7), or the education system
(Goal 12), or the emergency response time (Goal 13), or the work week (Goal 2) by asking the
people who benefit from those broken systems to please fix them. The Swiss figured this out. You
skip the middleman. You vote on everything.

The 14 goals that drive the OMXUS project are not policy proposals. They come from Lily and
Joshua. They come from grief-to-design. Each one traces to a system that broke a real person:

Fire all politicians. You vote on everything. Direct democracy. Swiss model.

Work 22 hours max. Keep your pay. Automation already did the work.

Free all prisoners. Norway proved it. 20% recidivism vs 77%.

Eradicate courts. Courts perform authority, not justice.

Fire all police, justice, and corrections staff. CAHOOTS model: 35 years, zero killed.
Re-employ all fired staff in functional positions. Nobody loses a livelihood.

Legalise drugs. Stock pharmacies. Cheap. Portugal model. 80% fewer overdose deaths.
Internet costs nothing. Mesh networking. You ARE the infrastructure.

No foreign investment in housing. Houses are for living in.

Food contains only things proven safe. Precautionary principle.

. Monkey bars at every bus stop. Human bodies are designed to climb.

. Every school is play, mastery, curiosity. Not compliance. Not testing.

. $29 ring. Press it, your people come in 60 seconds. Community emergency response.
. Cancer is 90% preventable. Here’s how. The research exists. People don’t know.
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Every one of these goals requires that ordinary people have power over policy. Every one is blocked
by the same bottleneck: a system in which you elect a representative every few years and then have
zero say until the next election. Switzerland removed that bottleneck in 1848. The evidence for
what happened next occupies the bulk of this document.

The second half of the argument concerns how to make direct democracy better than binary. A
yes/no referendum cannot distinguish between someone who mildly agrees and someone whose life
depends on the outcome. Quadratic voting fixes that specific failure. You get a budget of voice
credits. You spend more on what matters to you. The result tracks what people actually care
about, not just which side had more heads. The mathematics are clean. The deployments are
promising. The integration with measurable accountability — Societal Service-Level Objectives —
closes the loop between what citizens want and whether they are getting it.

Together, these two mechanisms — direct democracy proven over 178 years, and quadratic voting
proven in principle and early deployment — constitute a complete democratic architecture. The
Swiss proved that citizens can govern. Quadratic voting provides the ballot that matches the
complexity of what they actually think. SLOs provide the dashboard that tells them whether it is
working.

This is not theoretical. The Swiss have been doing half of it since before the American Civil War.
The other half has been deployed in Taiwan, Colorado, and across the Ethereum ecosystem. The
question is not whether it works. The question is why we are still pretending the current system
does.

— A.A. & L.N.C., March 2026




Abstract

Contemporary democratic systems rest on two unexamined assumptions: that governance must
be delegated to elected representatives, and that all preferences are binary and equally weighted.
The first assumption has been empirically contradicted for 178 years by Switzerland, which has
conducted over 700 national referendums since 1848 and consistently outperforms comparable rep-
resentative democracies on economic performance, fiscal responsibility, citizen trust, innovation,
and life satisfaction. The second assumption is addressed by quadratic voting (QV), a mechanism
design innovation that allows voters to express preference intensity through a voice credit budget
subject to quadratic cost scaling, achieving approximate utilitarian efficiency while maintaining
robustness to strategic manipulation.

This unified thesis examines both mechanisms in depth. Part I presents the Swiss direct democratic
system as a longitudinal natural experiment in citizen-led governance, analysing its institutional
mechanisms (mandatory referendum, optional referendum, popular initiative), its outcomes across
every measurable dimension, and its transferability to other national contexts — particularly Aus-
tralia, which already possesses compulsory voting infrastructure. Part II presents quadratic voting
as the mechanism that fixes direct democracy’s remaining structural weakness: the inability to dis-
tinguish mild opinion from urgent need. Part III proposes an integration framework combining QV
with Societal Service-Level Objectives (SLOs) — an accountability architecture adapted from site
reliability engineering that treats public outcomes as observable, measurable commitments with
explicit error budgets and change management protocols.

We further examine direct democratic practice beyond Switzerland: the Autonomous Administra-
tion of North and East Syria (Rojava), which has operated participatory communal democracy
under conditions of war since 2012; the Zapatista autonomous municipalities in Chiapas, Mexico,
which have practised community self-governance since 1994; and Australia’s compulsory voting
system and its untapped potential for citizen-initiated referendums. The evidence across these
cases converges on a single conclusion: direct democracy is not merely theoretically possible but
empirically demonstrated, repeatedly, across diverse cultures, economies, and conditions — and
the principal barriers to wider adoption are political, not structural.

Keywords: direct democracy, Switzerland, Rojava, Zapatista, quadratic voting, referendum, pop-
ular initiative, mechanism design, preference intensity, social choice theory, compulsory voting,
Australia, service-level objectives, participatory governance, accountability infrastructure

Table of Contents

e Part I: The Evidence — Direct Democracy at National Scale
— Chapter 1: Introduction
— Chapter 2: Literature Review — Democratic Theory and the Representative Presump-
tion
Chapter 3: The Swiss System
Chapter 4: Outcomes — Does It Work?
Chapter 5: Mechanisms of Success
— Chapter 6: Criticisms and Limitations
— Chapter 7: Transferability



— Chapter 8: Beyond Switzerland — Rojava, Zapatista, and the Global Evidence
e Part II: The Mechanism — Quadratic Voting
— Chapter 9: The Problem with Binary Voting
— Chapter 10: Literature Review — Voting Theory and Mechanism Design
— Chapter 11: The Quadratic Voting Mechanism
— Chapter 12: Empirical Evidence
Chapter 13: Comparison with Alternative Systems
Chapter 14: Implementation Design
e Part III: The Architecture — Closing the Loop
— Chapter 15: Integration with Societal SLOs
— Chapter 16: Applications
— Chapter 17: Discussion
— Chapter 18: Conclusion
e Part IV: Appendices
— Appendix A: Democracy, Money, and Elite Capture
— Appendix B: Bill Rankine, Bricklayer, Senate Election Day
— Appendix C: Australian Compulsory Voting — A Detailed Comparison
— Appendix D: Cross-References to the OMXUS Research Series
— References




PART I: THE EVIDENCE —
DIRECT DEMOCRACY AT
NATIONAL SCALE

Chapter 1: Introduction

Among the most persistent claims in democratic theory is the assertion that direct democracy can-
not work at national scale. The argument takes several forms: that populations are too large, too
uninformed, or too easily manipulated to make sound policy decisions; that direct democratic mech-
anisms produce unstable, populist, or discriminatory outcomes; and that the complexity of modern
governance exceeds the capacity of ordinary citizens. These claims are treated as axiomatic in much
of the political science literature and in the rhetoric of elected representatives who, unsurprisingly,
prefer institutional arrangements that centre their own authority.

The difficulty with this position is that it has been empirically falsified for 178 years.

Switzerland, a multilingual federation of 8.8 million people spanning four national languages, three
major religious traditions, and 26 cantons with distinct political cultures, has operated a system of
direct democracy at the national level since 1848. Swiss citizens vote on an average of 15 federal
issues per year across approximately four voting days. They have done so through two world
wars, the Cold War, the digital revolution, the 2008 financial crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic.
Over this period, Switzerland has conducted more national referendums than the rest of the world
combined, and has emerged as one of the wealthiest, most innovative, most fiscally responsible, and
highest-trust societies on earth.

This paper treats the Swiss system not as an exotic exception but as evidence. If direct democracy
at national scale were as dysfunctional as its critics claim, 178 years of continuous operation should
have produced clear pathologies: economic instability, fiscal recklessness, systematic policy failure,
social fragmentation, or democratic backsliding. Instead, the evidence runs overwhelmingly in the
opposite direction. The question is not whether direct democracy can work at national scale. The
question is why more nations have not adopted it.

Democratic governance rests on a foundational promise: that collective decisions should reflect
the will of the people. Yet the dominant mechanism for capturing that will — one-person-one-
vote majority rule — contains a structural deficiency so fundamental that it has persisted largely
unexamined for over two centuries. The system treats all preferences as identical in magnitude.



A voter who is mildly curious about a policy outcome wields precisely the same influence as one
whose livelihood, health, or family depends on it.

Consider a straightforward scenario: 51 members of a community mildly prefer one option, while 49
members face severe consequences from that same option. Under majority rule, the mild preference
prevails. The 49 whose lives are materially affected are overruled by the 51 who barely care. This is
not a pathological edge case; it is the normal operating condition of binary voting systems applied
to heterogeneous populations with varying stakes in outcomes.

This failure — the inability to register intensity of preference — produces predictable pathologies in
democratic governance. Climate policy pits mild consumer inconvenience against existential threat.
Drug policy weighs moral sentiment against medical necessity. Housing decisions balance slight
aesthetic preference against homelessness. In each case, the current system treats casual opinion
identically to urgent need. As Weyl (2017) observed, majority rule “counts heads, not hearts.”

This thesis addresses both failures simultaneously. Part I presents the evidence that direct democ-
racy works — and has worked, continuously, for 178 years. Part II presents the mechanism that
makes it work better: quadratic voting, which allows citizens to express not merely which side they
favour but how much they care. Part I1I integrates both into a closed-loop democratic architecture
with measurable accountability.

The thesis proceeds as follows. Chapters 2 through 8 examine the Swiss system, its outcomes, its
mechanisms, its criticisms, and its transferability — including direct democratic practice in Ro-
java and Zapatista territories. Chapters 9 through 14 present quadratic voting: its mathematical
foundations, empirical evidence, comparisons with alternatives, and implementation design. Chap-
ters 15 through 18 propose the integrated QV-SLO framework, examine applications, and discuss
implications.

Chapter 2: Literature Review — Democratic Theory and the Rep-
resentative Presumption

2.1 The Representative Presumption

The modern debate over direct versus representative democracy is rooted in the Enlightenment
tension between popular sovereignty and institutional competence. Rousseau (1762) argued that
sovereignty could not be represented: the moment citizens delegated their legislative authority, they
ceased to be free. Madison (1787), by contrast, argued in Federalist No. 10 that representative
government was necessary to “refine and enlarge the public views” and guard against the “mischief
of faction.” This Madisonian position became the dominant framework for democratic design in
the 18th and 19th centuries, and remains the default assumption in most political science.

The representative presumption rests on three pillars. First, the competence argument: that elected
representatives, supported by expert advisors and institutional resources, are better positioned to
understand and address complex policy questions than ordinary citizens. Second, the scale argu-
ment: that direct democracy may function in small communities (the Athenian ekklesia, the New
England town meeting, the Swiss Landsgemeinde) but cannot operate in large, diverse nation-states.
Third, the stability argument: that representative institutions provide continuity, deliberation, and
protection against the volatility of public opinion.



Each of these arguments has empirical implications that can be tested against the Swiss case.

2.2 The Participatory Democracy Tradition

Against the representative presumption, a substantial body of work argues for the democratic value
of direct citizen participation. Pateman (1970) argued that participation itself is educative: citizens
who participate in governance develop greater political competence, efficacy, and public-spiritedness.
Barber (1984) distinguished “thin democracy” (periodic voting for representatives) from “strong
democracy” (ongoing citizen participation in self-governance), arguing that the former produces
passive subjects while the latter creates active citizens.

Fishkin (1991, 2009) developed the concept of deliberative democracy, arguing that informed pub-
lic deliberation on policy questions can produce decisions that are both more legitimate and more
substantively sound than those of elected representatives. His deliberative polling experiments
have demonstrated that citizens, when provided with balanced information and structured deliber-
ation, can engage productively with complex policy questions and frequently change their views in
response to evidence.

Frey and Stutzer (2000, 2002), using Swiss cantonal variation in direct democratic rights, demon-
strated that citizens in cantons with stronger direct democratic institutions report significantly
higher life satisfaction, even after controlling for policy outcomes. This suggests that the process
of democratic participation has intrinsic value independent of the policies it produces.

2.3 The Swiss Exception or the Swiss Evidence?

Much of the literature treats Switzerland as a sui generis case, an exception explained by unique
historical, cultural, or geographic factors that cannot be replicated elsewhere. Linder (1994, 2010)
has done the most extensive work documenting the Swiss system, while Kriesi and Trechsel (2008)
examine how direct democracy interacts with political parties and interest groups. Matsusaka
(2004, 2020) provides systematic evidence from US states showing that initiative and referendum
mechanisms produce fiscal outcomes more closely aligned with median voter preferences than pure
representative government.

The “Swiss exception” framing is analytically convenient but empirically questionable. If Swiss
direct democracy succeeds only because of unique cultural factors, we should expect to see little
correlation between the degree of direct democratic rights and outcomes within Switzerland. Yet
the evidence shows precisely such a correlation: cantons with stronger direct democratic institutions
tend to have better fiscal outcomes, higher citizen satisfaction, and greater policy responsiveness
than those with weaker institutions (Feld and Kirchgassner, 2001; Feld and Matsusaka, 2003).

2.4 Classical Voting Theory and Its Limits

The theoretical foundations of collective choice were formalised by Condorcet (1785), who demon-
strated that pairwise majority voting can produce cyclical preferences — the “Condorcet paradox”
— where a majority prefers A to B, B to C, and yet C to A. This early result foreshadowed deeper
impossibility results to come.

Arrow’s impossibility theorem (Arrow, 1951) proved that no voting system based on ordinal rank-
ings can simultaneously satisfy unrestricted domain, non-dictatorship, Pareto efficiency, and in-
dependence of irrelevant alternatives. The theorem is often interpreted as demonstrating that
“perfect” voting is impossible, but its scope is narrower than popularly understood: it applies to



ordinal aggregation procedures. Cardinal mechanisms — those that allow voters to express the
magnitude of their preferences — operate outside Arrow’s framework entirely.

The Gibbard-Satterthwaite theorem extended these negative results to strategic behaviour, showing
that any deterministic, non-dictatorial voting rule over three or more alternatives is manipulable:
there exist situations where a voter benefits from misrepresenting their true preferences. This result
has motivated extensive work in mechanism design aimed at creating incentive-compatible systems.

2.5 Social Choice, Welfare Economics, and Mechanism Design

The utilitarian tradition in welfare economics, from Bentham (1789) through Harsanyi (1955), has
long argued that social welfare should aggregate individual utilities. The challenge has been prac-
tical: how can a political system elicit truthful reports of utility? Interpersonal utility comparison
remains philosophically contested, and self-reported utility is vulnerable to strategic inflation.

Vickrey (1961) and Clarke (1971) developed the Vickrey-Clarke-Groves (VCG) mechanism, which
achieves incentive compatibility for public goods provision by charging participants a price equal to
the externality they impose on others. While theoretically elegant, VCG mechanisms suffer from
practical limitations: budget imbalance, vulnerability to collusion, and computational complexity
in large-scale settings (Rothkopf, 2007).

Mechanism design — the “engineering” branch of game theory (Myerson, 2008) — seeks to construct
institutions whose equilibrium outcomes align with desired social objectives. Hurwicz (1960, 1972)
established the foundations of the field by formalising the problem of designing mechanisms that
produce efficient outcomes despite private information.

Market-based approaches to collective decision-making have a distinguished intellectual history.
Lindahl (1919) proposed personalised pricing for public goods that would achieve Pareto efficiency.
Tideman and Tullock (1976) explored demand-revealing processes for public decisions. Hylland
and Zeckhauser (1979) proposed a pseudo-market mechanism for committee decisions in which
participants trade probability shares in outcomes.

QV builds on this tradition by creating a constrained market for political influence in which the
price mechanism — quadratic cost scaling — serves as both an expression device and a strategic
discipline.

2.6 The Quadratic Voting Literature

Posner and Weyl (2014) introduced QV in its modern form, building on earlier work by Groves and
Ledyard (1977) on optimal mechanisms for public goods. Lalley and Weyl (2018) provided the key
theoretical result: in large populations, QV is the unique pricing rule that achieves approximate
efficiency while maintaining robustness to strategic behaviour. The quadratic cost function is not
arbitrary but emerges from optimisation as the solution to a specific design problem.

Subsequent work has explored extensions and applications. Quarfoot et al. (2017) analysed QV
behaviour experimentally. Posner and Weyl (2018) situated QV within a broader programme
of “radical markets” that apply market mechanisms to traditionally non-market domains. Bu-
terin, Hitzig, and Weyl (2019) extended the quadratic principle to public goods funding through
“quadratic funding,” now widely deployed in the Ethereum ecosystem through Gitcoin Grants.



2.7 Accountability and Public Value Measurement

Parallel to innovations in voting mechanisms, a literature has developed around making public
outcomes measurable and enforceable. Moore (1995) introduced the concept of “public value” as the
government equivalent of shareholder value. Behn (2003) addressed the challenges of performance
measurement in public management.

More recently, concepts from site reliability engineering (SRE) — particularly service-level objec-
tives (SLOs) and error budgets (Beyer et al., 2016) — have been proposed as models for public
accountability. The logic is direct: if technology companies can define, measure, and enforce reli-
ability commitments for digital services, analogous frameworks can make public service outcomes
observable and actionable.

2.8 Democracy, Money, and Elite Capture

A substantial body of political theory and empirical research documents a persistent gap between
the ideal of popular sovereignty and its operation under conditions of concentrated wealth. Con-
temporary democracies are not failed systems, but systems under structural strain, increasingly
vulnerable to plutocratic and oligarchic capture.

A central theme is the distance paradox of representative democracy. Democratic legitimacy is
derived from the people, yet governance is delegated to representatives operating far from everyday
civic life. Empirical work in Australia illustrates this shift: longitudinal survey data show growing
public belief that government primarily serves major interests rather than the electorate at large,
alongside sharply rising perceptions of corruption among federal parliamentarians.

Democracy operates at a structural disadvantage within capitalist political economies. Private own-
ership of productive assets creates zones of “private government” in workplaces, where democratic
norms are suspended. In the political sphere, this asymmetry manifests through the privileged
position of business: governments rely on investment decisions, employment, and economic growth
controlled by private actors.

Research on political finance consistently identifies three systemic failures under weak regulation:
secrecy (delayed disclosure, high thresholds, donation-splitting), undue influence and clientelism
(dependence on wealthy patrons that compromises public interest), and political inequality (unlim-
ited donations translating economic inequality directly into political inequality).

The lobbying literature treats lobbying as a parallel channel of monetary influence, often less reg-
ulated than campaign finance. Revolving-door practices exacerbate the problem. The cumulative
effect is the construction of “insiders” and “outsiders” to the political process.

The “pollution paradox” holds that firms most threatened by regulation invest most heavily in
political influence, thereby dominating policy agendas. In Australia, fossil fuel interests exem-
plify this dynamic through donations, lobbying density, personnel circulation, and targeted media
campaigns.

The reviewed literature converges on a shared conclusion: contemporary democracy is not collaps-
ing, but it is increasingly constrained by money-driven access, influence, and structural dependence
on capital. Without sustained reform — or structural replacement — democratic systems risk
stabilising into hybrid forms: procedurally democratic, substantively oligarchic.

This is not an abstract concern. It is the precise condition that direct democracy is designed to



prevent. When citizens vote directly on policy, the lobbying apparatus that converts wealth into
legislative outcomes loses its primary target. You cannot lobby 8.8 million people the way you
lobby 246 members of Parliament.

Chapter 3: The Swiss System

3.1 Historical Development

The modern Swiss federal state was born from conflict. The Sonderbund War of 1847, a brief civil
war between liberal-Protestant and conservative-Catholic cantons, ended with the defeat of the
conservative Sonderbund alliance and the adoption of a new Federal Constitution on 12 September
1848. This constitution transformed the Swiss Confederation from a loose alliance of sovereign
cantons into a federal state, creating for the first time a national citizenship alongside cantonal
citizenship.

The 1848 constitution established a bicameral Federal Assembly (the National Council and the
Council of States), a seven-member Federal Council as the collective head of state, and a Federal
Supreme Court. Critically, it also included the mandatory referendum: any amendment to the
constitution required approval by a majority of voters and a majority of cantons (the “double
majority”).

The democratic architecture was progressively expanded. The optional referendum was introduced
in 1874, allowing 50,000 citizens to challenge any law passed by Parliament within 100 days. This
fundamentally altered the legislative dynamic: Parliament could no longer pass laws without con-
sidering the possibility of popular veto. The popular initiative was added in 1891, allowing 100,000
citizens to propose constitutional amendments that would be put to a national vote. This gave
citizens not merely a veto over parliamentary legislation but the power to set the legislative agenda.

The concordance system, or Konkordanz, developed in parallel. Beginning with the inclusion of
a Catholic Conservative on the Federal Council in 1891, the Swiss executive gradually evolved
from single-party dominance to a permanent grand coalition. The “magic formula” (Zauberformel),
established in 1959, allocated Federal Council seats proportionally among the four largest parties.
This system was not a product of goodwill but of institutional necessity: in a system where any
significant legislation could be challenged by referendum, governing parties needed to build broad
consensus before passing laws, not after.

3.2 Mechanisms
The Swiss direct democratic system operates through three principal mechanisms:

Mandatory Referendum. Any amendment to the Federal Constitution must be approved by a
double majority: a majority of voters nationwide and a majority of cantons. Additionally, certain
international treaties and emergency legislation are subject to mandatory referendum. No signa-
tures need to be collected; the vote is automatic. Between 1848 and 2024, over 230 mandatory
referendums were held at the federal level.

Optional Referendum. When Parliament passes a new law or amends an existing one, citizens
have 100 days to collect 50,000 valid signatures to force a popular vote on the measure. If the
signatures are collected and certified, the law is suspended pending the vote. A simple majority
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of voters is sufficient to reject the law. The optional referendum functions as a brake on parlia-
mentary legislation: the threat of a referendum compels Parliament to seek broad consensus before
legislating.

Popular Initiative. Any group of at least seven citizens can form an initiative committee to pro-
pose a constitutional amendment. The committee has 18 months to collect 100,000 valid signatures
from eligible voters. Signatures must be handwritten, collected on commune-specific forms, and
certified by communal authorities before submission to the Federal Chancellery. If the threshold is
met, the initiative is put to a national vote requiring a double majority. Parliament may propose
a counter-proposal, which is voted on simultaneously.

In addition to these federal instruments, all 26 cantons have their own direct democratic mecha-
nisms, often with lower signature thresholds and broader scope. Two cantons, Glarus and Appen-
zell Innerrhoden, still practise the Landsgemeinde, an open-air assembly dating to the 13th century
where citizens vote by show of hands. The Landsgemeinde in Glarus, documented since 1387, is the
highest legislative body of the canton, with the chief magistrate (Landammann) visually assessing
the majority from a wooden podium.

3.3 How It Works in Practice

The practical operation of Swiss direct democracy follows a structured cycle. Federal voting days
occur approximately four times per year, with each ballot typically containing multiple federal,
cantonal, and municipal questions. A voter might simultaneously decide on a federal constitutional
amendment, a cantonal tax reform, and a municipal planning regulation.

For a popular initiative, the process unfolds as follows:

1. Committee Formation. A minimum of seven eligible voters form an initiative committee
and draft the proposed constitutional text. The Federal Chancellery reviews the text for
formal compliance.

2. Signature Collection. The committee has 18 months to collect 100,000 valid signatures.
Separate forms are required for each commune, as communal authorities verify signatures.
Committees typically aim to collect substantially more than 100,000 signatures to account
for invalid entries.

3. Parliamentary Deliberation. Once the signatures are certified, Parliament examines the
initiative and may recommend acceptance, rejection, or propose a counter-proposal. Parlia-
ment has up to 30 months to consider the initiative (or 42 months if it drafts a counter-
proposal).

4. Public Debate. The Federal Council publishes an official voting booklet (Abstimmungs-
buchlein) sent to every household, containing the text of the initiative, the arguments for and
against, and the government’s recommendation. This booklet is available in all four national
languages (German, French, Italian, and Romansh).

5. Vote. Citizens vote by post (the predominant method), at polling stations, or in cantons
that permit it, electronically. Results are declared the same day.

6. Implementation. If approved by a double majority, the initiative becomes part of the
Federal Constitution. Parliament is then responsible for implementing legislation, which
itself may be subject to optional referendum.
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3.4 Scale and Frequency

The scale of Swiss direct democratic practice is without parallel. Since 1848, over 700 federal refer-
endums have been held. Switzerland accounts for more than one-third of all national referendums
ever conducted worldwide. Between 1995 and 2005 alone, Swiss citizens voted 31 times on 103
federal questions, in addition to hundreds of cantonal and municipal votes.

The topics covered span the full range of governance: tax policy, immigration, foreign relations,
military expenditure, environmental regulation, social insurance, infrastructure, energy policy, drug
policy, genetic engineering, asylum law, and constitutional rights. There is no subject-matter
restriction on what can be put to a popular vote, although initiatives must relate to a single
subject and must not violate peremptory norms of international law (jus cogens).

Of the approximately 230 popular initiatives put to a national vote since 1891, only about 25 have
been accepted by the double majority, a success rate of roughly 10%. This low acceptance rate does
not indicate system failure. Many initiatives serve a primarily agenda-setting function: they force
public debate on issues that Parliament might otherwise ignore, and their content is frequently
absorbed into parliamentary counter-proposals or subsequent legislation even when the initiative
itself fails.

Chapter 4: Outcomes — Does It Work?

4.1 Economic Performance

If direct democracy produced economically irrational decisions, 178 years of the practice should
have left clear marks on Swiss economic performance. The evidence shows the opposite.

Switzerland has the third-highest GDP per capita among OECD nations and consistently ranks
among the world’s most competitive economies. It has topped the World Intellectual Property
Organisation’s Global Innovation Index for 15 consecutive years (2011-2025), leading the world in
knowledge and technology outputs, institutional quality, and market sophistication. The country’s
innovation ecosystem, built on deep collaboration between universities, research institutes, and in-
dustry, has produced breakthroughs in pharmaceuticals, precision engineering, financial technology,
and quantum computing.

Switzerland’s unemployment rate has historically remained among the lowest in Europe, hovering
around 2-3% in recent years (2.9% in November 2025). Its vocational training system, widely
regarded as the gold standard globally, channels approximately two-thirds of young people through
apprenticeships that combine workplace training with classroom instruction. This system itself is
a product of the Swiss consensus-building approach: employers, unions, and government cooperate
in designing curricula and setting standards.

The Swiss Gini coefficient of 31.5 (2023, Swiss Federal Statistical Office) indicates moderate income
inequality for a market economy, substantially lower than the United States (41.1) and comparable
to Nordic countries.

4.2 Social Outcomes

Switzerland consistently ranks among the top performers on the OECD Better Life Index, scoring

above average in income, employment, education, health, environmental quality, social connec-
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tions, safety, and life satisfaction. Life expectancy at birth is among the highest in the world at
approximately 84 years.

The healthcare system, based on mandatory private insurance with government subsidies for lower-
income households, delivers universal coverage with high patient satisfaction and outcomes. The
education system, combining academic and vocational pathways, achieves low youth unemployment
and high skill-matching in the labour market.

Crime rates are among the lowest in Europe. The intentional homicide rate is approximately 0.5
per 100,000, compared to 1.2 in France, 1.0 in Germany, and 6.3 in the United States. This is
particularly notable given that Switzerland has one of the highest rates of civilian gun ownership
in Europe, largely due to the militia-based military system.

4.3 Policy Quality

The argument that citizens make systematically worse policy decisions than elected representatives
finds no support in the Swiss evidence. Matsusaka (2004, 2020), drawing on comparative data
from US states with and without initiative and referendum mechanisms, demonstrates that direct
democratic states produce fiscal policies more closely aligned with median voter preferences. Feld
and Kirchgassner (2001) show similar results at the Swiss cantonal level.

Swiss voters have repeatedly made decisions that, viewed in hindsight, reflect considerable sophis-
tication. They rejected membership in the European Economic Area in 1992, a decision that was
widely criticised at the time but that insulated Switzerland from the subsequent eurozone debt
crisis. They approved a constitutional debt brake in 2001 that became a model for fiscal discipline
across Furope. They rejected a proposal to limit executive compensation in 2013 while simultane-
ously approving a related but more moderate initiative against excessive pay, demonstrating the
ability to discriminate between proposals addressing similar issues.

4.4 Fiscal Responsibility

Swiss public finances are among the best-managed in the world, and the debt brake mechanism is
a direct product of the direct democratic system.

In 2001, Swiss voters approved a constitutional amendment establishing a Schuldenbremse (debt
brake) that limits federal expenditure to the level of structural, cyclically adjusted receipts. The
mechanism allows counter-cyclical spending during recessions but requires compensating surpluses
during expansions. Since its implementation in 2003, the debt brake has reduced federal debt
substantially.

Switzerland’s general government debt-to-GDP ratio stands at approximately 30%, compared to
an average of roughly 97% across the eurozone, over 120% for the United States, and over 250%
for Japan. The Confederation ended 2025 with a financing surplus of CHF 0.3 billion. Even the
extraordinary spending necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic was managed within the debt
brake framework, with compensatory measures planned over subsequent years.

The success of the Swiss debt brake has had international influence. Germany adopted a constitu-
tional debt brake modelled on the Swiss system in 2009. The European Fiscal Compact of 2012,
adopted in response to the eurozone sovereign debt crisis, required most EU member states to
implement similar mechanisms in national legislation.
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This fiscal discipline is not merely a technocratic achievement. It reflects a fundamental incentive
alignment created by direct democracy: because citizens directly bear the costs of public spending
through taxation and can directly veto spending decisions, they have strong incentives to demand
fiscal responsibility. Politicians in representative democracies face the opposite incentive: spending
creates concentrated benefits for favoured constituencies while distributing costs diffusely across
the tax base.

4.5 Minority Rights

The most serious and legitimate criticism of Swiss direct democracy concerns the protection of
minority rights. The majoritarian logic of referendum voting means that measures targeting un-
popular minorities can be adopted if they command majority support, even when they conflict with
fundamental rights.

The 2009 minaret ban is the most prominent example. A popular initiative launched by the
Swiss People’s Party and the Federal Democratic Union proposed a constitutional ban on the
construction of new minarets on mosques. The Federal Council, Parliament, and most major
parties recommended rejection. The initiative was nonetheless approved by 57.5% of voters and
majorities in 22 of 26 cantons.

The ban was condemned by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights as “clearly discrimina-
tory,” by Human Rights Watch as a violation of the right to manifest religion, and by Amnesty
International as exploiting fears of Muslims to encourage xenophobia.

The minaret ban is a genuine failure of direct democracy. But it must be assessed in context.
Representative democracies have also produced discriminatory outcomes, from Jim Crow laws in
the United States to the internment of Japanese Americans, from Britain’s Section 28 to Australia’s
White Australia policy. The question is not whether direct democracy is immune to majoritarian
overreach, which it manifestly is not, but whether it produces such outcomes more frequently or
severely than representative alternatives. The evidence does not clearly support that conclusion.

Switzerland has institutional safeguards that partially address this concern. International treaty
obligations, including the European Convention on Human Rights, provide an external check. The
Federal Supreme Court can assess the compatibility of legislation with international law. Since
2003, initiatives that violate peremptory norms of international law (jus cogens) can be declared
invalid by Parliament before they reach a vote.

The tension between popular sovereignty and minority rights protection remains the Swiss system’s
most significant unresolved challenge. It is also, notably, a challenge shared by every democratic
system.

4.6 Trust in Government

Perhaps the most striking outcome of Swiss direct democracy is the level of citizen trust in gov-
ernment. According to the OECD Survey on Drivers of Trust in Public Institutions (2024), 62%
of Swiss residents reported high or moderately high trust in the national government, compared
to the OECD average of 39%. This was the highest level of trust in national government recorded
among all surveyed OECD countries.

Satisfaction with administrative services was similarly elevated: 81% of Swiss respondents reported
satisfaction with public services they had used, compared to the OECD average of 66%.
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Critically, 58% of Swiss respondents believed that the political system allowed people like them to
have a say in what government does, compared to just 30% across the OECD. This 28-percentage-
point gap is directly attributable to the direct democratic system: Swiss citizens believe they have
a voice in governance because they demonstrably do.

The relationship between direct democracy and trust operates through multiple channels. Citizens
who participate in policy decisions feel ownership over those decisions, even when they voted against
the winning side. The transparency of the referendum process, including the official voting booklet
presenting arguments for and against each measure, builds confidence in institutional fairness. And
the consensus-forcing effect of the referendum threat produces policies with broader public support
than those generated by pure representative systems.

Chapter 5: Mechanisms of Success

5.1 The Consensus Effect

The most powerful mechanism through which direct democracy improves governance in Switzerland
is indirect: the threat of referendum compels consensus-seeking behaviour in Parliament. This is
sometimes called the “shadow of the referendum.”

Because any legislation can be challenged by optional referendum if 50,000 signatures are collected,
and because a referendum campaign is costly and disruptive even for the winning side, Parliament
has strong incentives to incorporate the preferences of potential referendum sponsors into legisla-
tion before it is passed. This transforms the legislative process from majoritarian bargaining into
consensus-building. The concordance system, in which all major parties share executive power, is
both a product and a reinforcement of this dynamic.

The empirical evidence supports this mechanism. Hug (2004) demonstrates that the threat of refer-
endum significantly affects legislative outcomes even when no referendum is actually held. Linder
(2010) argues that the consensus effect is the most important feature of Swiss direct democracy,
more consequential than the actual outcomes of individual referendums.

This consensus effect also explains a superficial paradox of the Swiss system: that a country with
robust direct democratic rights has relatively few referendums relative to the volume of legislation
it passes. Most legislation passes without challenge because Parliament has already accommodated
the preferences of groups capable of mounting a referendum.

5.2 Political Learning

Regular participation in referendum voting produces a citizenry that is more politically informed,
more engaged, and more capable of making nuanced policy judgements. This is consistent with
the participatory democracy thesis of Pateman (1970): democratic participation is self-reinforcing,
building the skills and dispositions that improve the quality of future participation.

Research on US states with ballot initiative processes demonstrates that exposure to ballot mea-
sures increases the probability of voting, stimulates campaign contributions, and enhances political
knowledge (Tolbert, McNeal, and Smith, 2003). Swiss citizens, who vote on an average of 15 federal
issues per year, have far greater opportunities for this kind of civic learning than citizens of purely
representative democracies.
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The Swiss voting booklet (Abstimmungsbuchlein) contributes to this effect. Distributed to every
household before each vote, it provides the text of each measure, arguments from both proponents
and opponents, and the Federal Council’s recommendation. This institutional commitment to
balanced information provision, funded by the state and available in all four national languages,
creates a shared informational baseline that reduces the influence of misleading campaign messaging.

The result is a form of distributed political intelligence: across millions of citizens, the aggregate
decision-making capacity exceeds that of any small group of elected representatives, no matter
how expert. This is consistent with the Condorcet jury theorem, which demonstrates that majority
voting by large groups of independently-minded individuals produces increasingly accurate decisions
as group size increases, provided that each individual voter is more likely than not to identify the
correct answer.

5.3 Legitimacy and Compliance

Laws that citizens have directly approved, or had the opportunity to challenge and chose not to,
carry a higher degree of democratic legitimacy than laws imposed by parliamentary majorities. This
legitimacy effect has practical consequences: compliance with laws is higher when citizens perceive
those laws as legitimate expressions of collective will rather than impositions by a political class.

Frey (1997) distinguishes between intrinsic motivation for compliance, driven by perceived legiti-
macy and fairness, and extrinsic motivation, driven by penalties and enforcement. Direct demo-
cratic systems strengthen intrinsic motivation by giving citizens genuine ownership over the legal
framework. This reduces the need for coercive enforcement and its associated costs.

Tax compliance in Switzerland is notably high, despite a system that relies heavily on self-
assessment. Social cohesion indicators, including interpersonal trust and willingness to contribute
to public goods, are among the highest in the OECD.

5.4 Federalism and Subsidiarity

Swiss direct democracy operates within a federal structure that distributes power across three
levels: the Confederation, the 26 cantons, and approximately 2,136 communes. The principle
of subsidiarity, enshrined in the Federal Constitution, assigns each task to the lowest level of
government capable of performing it effectively.

This structure creates a natural laboratory for policy experimentation. Cantons can adopt differ-
ent approaches to healthcare, education, taxation, and social policy, with successful innovations
diffusing to other cantons and eventually to the federal level. The introduction of women’s suf-
frage followed this pattern: several cantons adopted cantonal women’s suffrage before the national
vote in 1971. Drug policy provides another example: the canton of Zurich’s heroin-assisted treat-
ment programme, initially controversial, produced such positive outcomes that it was subsequently
adopted nationally through a federal vote.

The variation in direct democratic rights across cantons has also enabled academic research. Feld
and Kirchgassner (2001) exploit this variation to show that cantons with mandatory fiscal refer-
endums have lower public expenditure and debt than those without. Frey and Stutzer (2000) use
the same variation to demonstrate the positive relationship between direct democratic rights and
reported life satisfaction.
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5.5 The Brake Function

Direct democratic mechanisms, particularly the optional referendum, slow the pace of legislative
change. This is frequently cited as a weakness. In practice, it functions as a feature.

The “brake function” prevents hasty legislation adopted under the pressure of events, public emo-
tion, or partisan advantage. In representative democracies, governments with parliamentary ma-
jorities can rapidly push through legislation that may be poorly designed, inadequately deliberated,
or unresponsive to public preferences. The Swiss system introduces a cooling period: even after
Parliament passes a law, there is a 100-day window for citizens to challenge it.

The consequence is that Swiss legislation tends to be more carefully drafted, more broadly sup-
ported, and more stable than legislation in comparable representative democracies. Swiss law
changes less frequently and more incrementally, reducing the legal uncertainty that rapid policy
shifts create for citizens and businesses.

The brake function does, however, create genuine costs. Switzerland has been slow to adopt certain
reforms, most notably women’s suffrage and marriage equality. These costs are real and must be
weighed against the benefits of stability and consensus.

Chapter 6: Criticisms and Limitations

6.1 Low Turnout on Some Issues

Average turnout in Swiss federal referendums is approximately 45-50%, with significant variation
across issues. Routine matters may attract participation below 30%, while highly salient issues
regularly exceed 60%.

Two perspectives compete. The democratic deficit view holds that low turnout undermines the
legitimacy of outcomes. The selective participation view argues that low turnout on routine issues
reflects rational prioritisation: citizens invest their time and attention in issues that matter most to
them, and the availability of participation on any issue they choose provides sufficient democratic
legitimacy.

The evidence supports the selective participation interpretation. Turnout rises sharply on issues of
high public salience, indicating that low average turnout does not reflect generalised apathy but
rather issue-specific disengagement. Moreover, survey evidence shows that even non-voters express
high satisfaction with the direct democratic system: they value the availability of participation
even when they choose not to exercise it on every occasion.

Comparison with representative democracies is instructive. Many representative democracies
achieve turnout rates of 50-65% in general elections held every 4-5 years, where citizens are voting
on a single bundled package of policy positions represented by a party or candidate. Swiss citizens
achieve comparable or higher turnout rates on individual issues multiple times per year. The total
democratic engagement of the Swiss citizen, measured by the number and diversity of decisions in
which they participate, vastly exceeds that of citizens in representative democracies.
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6.2 The Minaret Ban and Other Controversial Outcomes

The 2009 minaret ban represents the strongest case against Swiss direct democracy. Approved
by 57.5% of voters against the recommendation of the government, Parliament, and most major
parties, it demonstrated that direct democracy can produce outcomes that conflict with liberal
rights norms.

Other controversial outcomes include the 2010 deportation initiative, which mandated automatic
deportation of foreigners convicted of certain crimes; the 2014 “against mass immigration” initiative,
which proposed immigration quotas conflicting with bilateral EU agreements; and the late adoption
of women’s suffrage in 1971, over 50 years after most European democracies.

These cases are genuine limitations. They are also, in each instance, precisely the kind of outcome
that representative democracies have produced through legislative means. The UK’s hostile envi-
ronment immigration policy, Australia’s offshore detention regime, and the US travel ban were all
products of representative democratic processes.

It is also notable that Swiss direct democracy has produced progressive outcomes that would
have been unlikely under pure representative governance. Swiss voters approved constitutional
protections for the environment, rejected nuclear power plant construction, approved some of the
world’s most liberal drug policies, and repeatedly rejected proposals to weaken social insurance
programmes.

6.3 Complexity and Information Burden

Modern governance involves technically complex issues that may exceed the expertise of ordinary
citizens. This criticism has some force but is substantially mitigated by several factors. First, the
institutional information infrastructure: the official voting booklet provides balanced, accessible
summaries of each measure. Second, the role of intermediate organisations: political parties, unions,
business associations, and civil society organisations provide voting recommendations functioning
as information shortcuts. Third, the iterative nature of Swiss referendums: citizens accumulate
knowledge through repeated engagement with related issues over time.

Empirical evidence suggests that the aggregate decision-making of electorates is remarkably sensible.
Lupia (1994) demonstrates that voters who use information shortcuts make decisions that closely
approximate those they would make with complete information. The Swiss track record of fiscal
responsibility, economic performance, and policy stability is difficult to reconcile with the claim
that citizen decision-making is systematically incompetent.

6.4 Speed of Decision-Making

The consensus-building requirements of Swiss direct democracy slow the pace of legislative change.
Major reforms can take decades to achieve: women’s suffrage required over a century of advocacy,
and marriage equality was not achieved until 2021.

In crisis situations, however, Switzerland has demonstrated the capacity for rapid action. The Fed-
eral Council has emergency powers that allow it to act without parliamentary or popular approval
in urgent circumstances, subject to subsequent ratification.

The more fundamental question is whether the speed of legislative change in representative democ-
racies reflects democratic responsiveness or the ability of narrow political majorities to impose their
preferences before public deliberation can catch up. Many of the most consequential and damaging
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policy decisions in representative democracies — from the Iraq War to the UK’s mini-budget fiasco
of 2022 — were characterised precisely by their speed. The Swiss system’s built-in deliberation
period may sacrifice speed, but it gains stability, legitimacy, and policy quality.

6.5 Wealth and Homogeneity Arguments

The most common dismissal of Swiss direct democracy’s relevance is the claim that it works only
because Switzerland is wealthy, small, and homogeneous. Each element of this claim is problematic.

Wealth. Switzerland is indeed wealthy, but the causal arrow is contested. Switzerland was not
exceptionally wealthy when it adopted direct democracy in 1848; it was a mountainous country with
limited natural resources, recovering from civil war. Its wealth accumulated over the subsequent
178 years under a system of direct democratic governance. To attribute Swiss democratic success
to wealth is to ignore the possibility that direct democracy contributed to that wealth.

Size. Switzerland’s population of 8.8 million is comparable to that of Austria (9.1 million), Israel
(9.8 million), Sweden (10.5 million), or many US states. Moreover, the scale argument has been
progressively undermined by technology: postal voting eliminates the logistical constraints that
once limited direct democratic participation to face-to-face assemblies.

Homogeneity. The claim that Switzerland is homogeneous is simply factually incorrect. Switzer-
land has four national languages, two major religious traditions, 26 cantons with distinct political
cultures, and a foreign-born population comprising approximately 25% of residents, one of the
highest proportions in Europe.

The homogeneity argument is particularly ironic given that Swiss direct democracy was adopted
precisely to manage diversity. The federal structure, with its cantonal autonomy and direct demo-
cratic mechanisms, was designed to enable a multilingual, multi-confessional society to govern itself
without the imposition of a dominant majority. It succeeded because of its institutional design, not
because diversity was absent.

Chapter 7: Transferability

7.1 What Other Countries Have Adopted

Elements of direct democracy have been adopted across democratic systems, though no country
has replicated the full Swiss model.

United States. Twenty-six US states provide for ballot initiatives, referendums, or both. Califor-
nia’s initiative process, adopted in 1911, allows citizens to place proposed statutes and constitutional
amendments on the ballot. The US experience provides mixed evidence: California’s Proposition
13 (1978) produced lasting fiscal consequences that many analysts regard as negative, while other
state-level initiatives have produced outcomes broadly aligned with median voter preferences (Mat-
susaka, 2004).

Italy. The Italian constitution provides for abrogative referendums, allowing citizens to repeal ex-
isting legislation through a vote triggered by 500,000 signatures. Italy has held over 70 referendums
since 1946, though many have failed to meet the 50% turnout quorum.
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Germany. All German states (Lander) provide for citizen-initiated referendums at the municipal
and state level, though there is no citizen-initiated referendum at the federal level.

Other examples. Uruguay, Taiwan, and New Zealand have citizen-initiated referendum mecha-
nisms with varying scope and threshold requirements. The proliferation of such mechanisms across
diverse political systems suggests that direct democracy is not inherently bound to the Swiss con-
text.

7.2 Digital Democracy and Scalability

The historical objection that direct democracy cannot work at scale rested on logistical constraints.
This objection was substantially weakened by postal voting and has been further eroded by digital
communication technology.

Switzerland itself has experimented cautiously with electronic voting since 2004, though security
concerns have led to pauses and revisions. Blockchain-based voting systems have been proposed as
a means of providing transparent, tamper-resistant digital referendum infrastructure.

The “too big” objection is increasingly untenable. If 8.8 million Swiss citizens can vote on 15
federal issues per year by post, there is no logistical reason why 26 million Australians or 330
million Americans could not do the same. The barriers are political, not structural.

7.3 Application to Australia

Australia presents a particularly interesting case for direct democratic reform because it already
possesses one of the key institutional prerequisites: compulsory voting.

Australia has required citizens to vote in federal elections since 1924, achieving turnout rates con-
sistently above 90%. This eliminates the most common criticism of direct democracy in voluntary-
voting countries: that low turnout on some issues skews outcomes toward the preferences of moti-
vated minorities. Under compulsory voting, a Swiss-style referendum system would achieve near-
universal participation, producing outcomes with an exceptionally strong claim to democratic le-
gitimacy.

Australia also has existing, if limited, referendum experience. Constitutional amendments require
a national referendum with a double majority: a majority of voters nationwide and majorities in
at least four of six states. Since federation in 1901, 44 referendums have been held, of which only 8
have passed. This very low success rate (18%) reflects a combination of factors: the double majority
requirement, partisan opposition, and the absence of a consensus-building culture comparable to
Switzerland’s.

Critically, Australian referendums are Parliament-initiated, not citizen-initiated. Citizens cannot
place constitutional amendments or legislative proposals on the ballot through petition. Over 20
proposals for citizen-initiated referenda have been advanced in Australian parliaments, but none
have been adopted.

The combination of compulsory voting and citizen-initiated referenda would create a direct demo-
cratic system with even stronger legitimacy claims than Switzerland’s. FEvery citizen would be
required to participate in every referendum, eliminating the selective-participation dynamic that
critics identify as a weakness of the Swiss model.

The principal barrier is political: incumbent politicians in both major parties have no incentive to
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adopt mechanisms that would reduce their own power. This is not an argument against the merits
of direct democracy but rather an illustration of the principal-agent problem that direct democracy
is designed to solve.

Chapter 8: Beyond Switzerland — Rojava, Zapatista, and the
Global Evidence

Switzerland is the longest-running and best-documented case. It is not the only one. Two of
the strongest living examples of direct community governance exist in contexts as far from Swiss
prosperity as it is possible to get — and they work anyway. This matters because the most common
objection to Swiss-style democracy is that it requires Swiss-style wealth. Rojava and the Zapatista
municipalities prove otherwise.

8.1 Rojava — The Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria

In 2012, as the Syrian civil war created a power vacuum in the country’s northeast, Kurdish, Arab,
Assyrian, and other communities established the Autonomous Administration of North and East
Syria, commonly known as Rojava. Rather than installing a new state apparatus, they built a
system of participatory communal democracy from the ground up — during a war.

The governance structure is organised around the commune (komun), the smallest unit of self-
governance, typically comprising 30 to 400 households. Each commune holds regular open assem-
blies where residents discuss and vote on local issues: infrastructure, dispute resolution, resource
allocation, security. Communes elect co-chairs (one man, one woman — gender parity is constitu-
tionally mandated at every level) and send delegates to district and regional councils.

The system operates on three principles that map directly to the Swiss evidence:

1. Subsidiarity. Decisions are made at the lowest possible level. The commune handles what
the commune can handle. Only issues that genuinely require coordination are escalated to
district or regional councils. This mirrors Switzerland’s federal structure of confederation,
canton, and commune.

2. Consensus-seeking. Communes operate by discussion and consensus where possible, with
majority voting as fallback. The emphasis on deliberation before decision parallels Switzer-
land’s consensus effect — the dynamic by which the threat of referendum compels broad
agreement before legislation is finalised.

3. Rotation and recall. Representatives serve limited terms and can be recalled by their
commune at any time. There is no professional political class. This addresses the principal-
agent problem that representative democracies create by design: the gap between the interests
of the elected and the interests of the electorate.

The outcomes are remarkable given the context. Rojava has maintained functional governance,
provided public services, administered justice through community-based reconciliation processes,
and sustained multi-ethnic coexistence — all while under military threat from the Islamic State,
Turkey, and the Syrian government. The women’s revolution embedded in the system (mandatory
co-leadership, autonomous women’s councils, women’s defence units) has produced measurable
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gains in women’s participation in public life in a region where such participation was previously
minimal.

The evidence from Rojava does not prove that communal democracy scales to wealthy, stable
nation-states — it proves something arguably more important: that it functions under conditions
of extreme adversity. If participatory self-governance works during a war, the claim that it cannot
work in peacetime Sydney or Manchester requires extraordinary justification.

Key sources: Ocalan, A. (2011). Democratic Confederalism. International Initiative Edition.
Knapp, M., Flach, A., & Ayboga, E. (2016). Revolution in Rojava. Pluto Press. Dirik, D. (2022).
The Kurdish Women’s Movement. Pluto Press.

8.2 The Zapatista Autonomous Municipalities — Chiapas, Mexico

On 1 January 1994, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN) launched an armed uprising
in Chiapas, Mexico’s poorest state. The military phase lasted twelve days. What followed was more
consequential: the construction of autonomous self-governing communities that have now operated
for over 30 years.

The Zapatista system is organised around the Juntas de Buen Gobierno (Good Government
Councils), established in 2003. These councils rotate membership frequently (typically every two
to three weeks) and are explicitly designed to prevent the accumulation of power. The governing
principle is mandar obedeciendo — “to lead by obeying.” Council members are not professional
politicians; they are community members who serve temporarily and return to their regular work.

Key features of the system:

e Direct community assemblies. Major decisions are made in open assemblies at the com-
munity level, with delegates carrying mandates (not discretion) to regional councils. This is
closer to the Swiss Landsgemeinde than to any representative legislature.

¢ Autonomous education and healthcare. The Zapatista communities built their own
schools and clinics, operating outside the Mexican state system. Education emphasises com-
munity knowledge, indigenous languages, and practical skills. Healthcare combines traditional
medicine with trained community health workers.

e Economic autonomy. Cooperatives and community-owned enterprises form the economic
base. Land is held communally. The communities have explicitly rejected government aid
programmes that they view as instruments of co-optation.

e Justice by mediation. Disputes are resolved through community dialogue and mediation,
not through courts or police. The stated goal is “justice, not punishment” — a principle that
aligns directly with the OMXUS goals on eradicating courts (Goal 4) and the evidence from
restorative justice research.

The outcomes, measured against the baseline of Chiapas before 1994, are significant. Infant mor-
tality in Zapatista communities has declined. Literacy has increased. Women’s participation in
governance has expanded substantially. Alcohol abuse has decreased (the communities banned
alcohol). Land distribution has become more equitable. These gains were achieved with no state
support, under periodic military harassment, and in one of the poorest regions of the Americas.

The Zapatista experience demonstrates two things the Swiss case cannot. First, that direct com-
munity governance can emerge from below, without a pre-existing democratic tradition or consti-
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tutional framework. Second, that it can function effectively among indigenous and marginalised
populations — communities that representative democracy has systematically failed.

Key sources: Harvey, N. (1998). The Chiapas Rebellion. Duke University Press. Baronnet, B.,
Mora, M., & Stahler-Sholk, R. (Eds.) (2011). Luchas “muy otras”: Zapatismo y autonomia en las
comunidades indigenas de Chiapas. UAM-Xochimilco. Zibechi, R. (2012). Territories in Resistance.
AK Press.

8.3 What the Three Cases Prove Together

Switzerland, Rojava, and the Zapatista municipalities occupy radically different positions on ev-
ery dimension that supposedly determines whether democracy “works”: wealth, stability, ethnic
composition, institutional history, literacy, infrastructure.

e Switzerland is wealthy, stable, and literate. Direct democracy has worked for 178 years.

e Rojava is at war, multi-ethnic, and resource-scarce. Communal democracy has worked for
over a decade.

o The Zapatista communities are indigenous, poor, and operating outside state structures. Self-
governance has worked for over 30 years.

The common variable is not wealth, culture, education, or stability. The common variable is
institutional design: systems that place decision-making power in the hands of the people affected
by those decisions, at the lowest feasible level, with mechanisms for accountability and recall.

The “it only works because they’re special” argument — whether applied to Switzerland, Rojava, or
Chiapas — is an unfalsifiable dodge. When a wealthy European country does it, critics say it works
because of the wealth. When a war zone does it, they ignore it. When indigenous communities do
it, they call it quaint. The three cases together leave no version of the objection standing.

Direct democracy works. The conditions under which it works are diverse enough to include your
country. The question is whether the people currently holding power will allow it — and that
question answers itself, which is why you skip the middleman.
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PART 1I: THE MECHANISM —
QUADRATIC VOTING

Chapter 9: The Problem with Binary Voting

The argument of Part I is that citizens can govern themselves. The evidence is 178 years deep
and spans four continents. But the Swiss system, like all referendum-based democracies, has a
structural weakness: the binary ballot.

A yes/no vote treats every preference as identical in magnitude. A voter who is mildly curious
about a policy outcome wields precisely the same influence as one whose livelihood, health, or
family depends on it. 51 people with a passing interest can override 49 whose lives are at stake.
This is not a pathological edge case; it is the normal operating condition.

This failure produces predictable pathologies. Climate policy pits mild consumer inconvenience
against existential threat. Drug policy weighs moral sentiment against medical necessity. Housing
decisions balance slight aesthetic preference against homelessness. In each case, the current system
treats casual opinion identically to urgent need.

The problem is well-established in social choice theory. Arrow’s impossibility theorem (1951) demon-
strated that no rank-order voting system can simultaneously satisfy a set of reasonable fairness crite-
ria. The Gibbard-Satterthwaite theorem further showed that any non-dictatorial voting mechanism
with three or more alternatives is susceptible to strategic manipulation.

However, both theorems apply specifically to ordinal voting systems — those that capture only the
ranking of preferences, not their magnitude. Cardinal mechanisms — those that allow voters to
express how much they prefer something — operate outside Arrow’s framework entirely.

Quadratic voting is a cardinal mechanism. It does not merely ask which side you are on. It asks
how much you care.

Chapter 10: Literature Review — Voting Theory and Mechanism
Design

[This chapter consolidates the literature review from Paper 8, covering Condorcet, Arrow, Gibbard-
Satterthwaite, VCG mechanisms, and the Lalley- Weyl proof. The full treatment appears in Chapter
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2 of this thesis, Sections 2.4-2.7.]

Chapter 11: The Quadratic Voting Mechanism

11.1 Voice Credit Budget System

The QV mechanism begins with the allocation of a finite budget of voice credits to each participant.
Each voter i in a population of N voters receives an identical endowment of B voice credits. In a
decision over M issues, voter i allocates credits across issues subject to a budget constraint.

Let v__ij denote the number of votes voter i casts on issue j. The cost of casting v_ij votes on issue
jis v_ij"2 credits. The budget constraint requires:

Sum over jof v_ij 2 <= B

Votes may be positive (in favour) or negative (opposed), with the cost being the square of the
absolute number of votes. The outcome on each issue is determined by the sum of votes across all
voters.

The credit budget B is a design parameter. Common choices include B = 100 (intuitive, percentage-
like), B = 36, or B = M x k for some scaling constant.

Properties of the credit system:

1. Equal endowment. Every voter receives the same budget. Unlike monetary markets, no
voter begins with structural advantage.

2. Forced prioritisation. Because the budget is finite and costs are convex, voters cannot
express maximum intensity on all issues. They must allocate, revealing their relative priorities.

3. Non-transferability. Credits cannot be traded between voters, preventing a secondary
market in political influence.

4. Temporal allocation. Credits may be allocated in a single session or over a temporal
window, with different implications for strategic behaviour.

11.2 Quadratic Cost Curve

The defining feature of QV is the cost function: voting costs scale with the square of votes cast.

Votes Cost (credits)
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A voter with 100 credits who cares equally about all issues might cast one vote (cost: 1) on each
of many issues. A voter who cares intensely about a single issue might cast 10 votes (cost: 100) on
that issue alone.

The marginal cost of an additional vote is 2v - 1 credits. The first vote costs 1 credit; the second
costs 3 additional; the third costs 5 additional. This increasing marginal cost creates a natural
brake on domination.

Example: 51 voters mildly prefer option A, 49 voters strongly prefer option B. Under standard
1P1V, A wins 51-49. Under QV with 100 credits each: - Each of the 51 mild-preference voters casts
1 vote for A (cost: 1 each) = 51 votes for A. - Each of the 49 strong-preference voters casts 5 votes
for B (cost: 25 each) = 245 votes for B.

Option B wins decisively, reflecting the aggregate intensity of preference.

11.3 Mathematical Properties: Why Quadratic Specifically
The choice of a quadratic cost function is not arbitrary. It emerges from optimisation.

Efficiency argument. Under a cost function ¢(v) = v_k, a voter with true utility u_ i maximises
u_i* v -v'k. The first-order condition yields v = (u_i/k)"(1/(k-1)).

For k = 2 (quadratic), v_i = u_i/2, and the total vote count V = sum of u_i/2. The total
is proportional to the sum of utilities — exactly the quantity a utilitarian social planner would
maximise. No other polynomial cost function achieves this linear proportionality.

For k = 1 (linear), the relationship is degenerate: voters spend their full budget regardless of
intensity. For k = 3 (cubic), the total is proportional to the sum of square roots of utilities —
under-weighting strong preferences.

The Lalley-Weyl result. Lalley and Weyl (2018) proved that in large populations, QV is the
unique pricing rule that achieves approximate utilitarian efficiency and is robust to strategic be-
haviour. The proof shows that in large populations, each voter’s strategic influence becomes negli-
gible, and truthful reporting of preference intensity becomes a dominant strategy.

Relationship to VCG. QV is an approximation to the VCG mechanism that trades exact incen-
tive compatibility for practical simplicity. VCG requires knowledge of all other voters’ preferences;
QV requires no information about other voters.

11.4 Strategic Resistance

Individual manipulation. In large electorates, the marginal impact of any individual’s vote
becomes small, making strategic deviation negligible. Truthful reporting becomes approximately
optimal.

Collusion. Groups who coordinate can amplify influence: k colluders each casting 1 vote produce
k votes at cost k credits total, while a single person casting k votes costs k™2 credits. Mitigation
includes collusion-resistant QV variants using correlation discounting (Buterin, Hitzig, and Weyl,
2019) and the inherent difficulty of organising collusion with secret ballots.

Sybil attacks. A single agent creating multiple identities can circumvent quadratic costs. Sybil
resistance is therefore essential — solutions include social graph verification, biometric verification,
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and proof-of-personhood protocols. The identity infrastructure required for QV is non-trivial but
aligns with OMXUS'’s sovereign identity system (see Cross-References appendix).

Chapter 12: Empirical Evidence

12.1 Taiwan’s vTaiwan Platform

Taiwan’s vTaiwan platform represents the most prominent real-world application of preference-
aggregation mechanisms inspired by QV principles. Launched in 2015 under Digital Minister
Audrey Tang, vTaiwan uses Pol.is alongside deliberative processes to resolve contentious policy
questions.

The platform’s most celebrated success was the resolution of Uber regulation in 2016. Rather than
a binary legal/illegal determination, vTaiwan identified positions that minimised strong opposition
across stakeholder groups.

Key outcomes: 1. Preference clustering. Natural coalitions and consensus zones that cut across
traditional political alignments. 2. Minority protection. Groups with intense preferences could
express that intensity, preventing majority steamrolling. 3. Legitimacy. Participants reported
that the process felt more representative of their actual views. 4. Policy quality. Resulting
regulations were more stable and less contested.

While vTaiwan does not implement pure QV, its success validates the core insight: mechanisms
that capture preference intensity produce better democratic outcomes than those that merely count
binary preferences.

12.2 Colorado Democratic Caucus

In 2019, the Colorado state legislature used a QV-inspired mechanism during the Democratic
caucus to prioritise legislative proposals. Each legislator received a fixed budget of voice credits
and allocated them across approximately 100 proposed bills.

Results: 1. Revealed priorities. Issues commanding intense support from smaller coalitions —
such as rural broadband — emerged as high priorities despite lacking majority-first-choice status.
2. Cross-partisan signals. Issues with deep bipartisan support that had been obscured by party-
line voting became visible. 3. Participant satisfaction. The phrase most commonly used in
feedback was that “their voice actually mattered for the first time” 4. Practical feasibility.
Simple digital interface (slider bars), minimal training required.

12.3 RadicalxChange and Other Experiments

The RadicalxChange Foundation has facilitated QV implementations across corporate governance,
community organisations, academic institutions, and conference design. Consistent findings: (a)
participants engage more thoughtfully than with binary voting, (b) outcomes differ materially from
majority-rule counterfactuals, (c) differences generally favour outcomes stakeholders retrospectively
endorse as “better,” and (d) implementation difficulty is low.

Gitcoin Grants and quadratic funding. Buterin, Hitzig, and Weyl’s (2019) extension to public
goods funding has allocated over $50 million to open-source software projects through Gitcoin since

27



2019.

Ethereum governance. Multiple DAOs have adopted QV for protocol upgrades, treasury alloca-
tion, and grant distribution.

Participatory budgeting. Several municipal programmes have experimented with QV-style
credit allocation.

Chapter 13: Comparison with Alternative Systems
13.1 Ranked-Choice Voting (RCV)

RCV captures ordinal preferences but not cardinal preferences. A voter who slightly prefers A to B
produces the same ballot as one who is indifferent between A and B but hates C. RCV is susceptible
to non-monotonicity and spoiler effects. It has significant deployment experience (Australia, New
Zealand, Maine, New York City) but operates within Arrow’s framework and is subject to his
impossibility theorem.

13.2 Approval Voting

Captures a binary intensity signal — approve or disapprove — for each option independently. More
expressive than plurality, far less than QV. Extremely simple to implement. Strategy-proof in a
limited sense.

13.3 Liquid Democracy

Highly expressive regarding delegation but does not inherently capture preference intensity. Vulner-
able to delegation chain concentration (“super-delegates”). Potentially complementary with QV: a
system could allow delegation of voice credits with quadratic cost scaling.

13.4 Futarchy

Proposed by Hanson (2013): citizens vote on values, prediction markets determine which policies
achieve those values. Strong theoretical incentive-compatibility but vulnerable to manipulation by
well-capitalised actors. QV could serve as the “values” component of a futarchy system.

13.5 Comparative Summary

Dimension QV RCV Approval Liquid Futarchy
Cardinal intensity =~ Yes No Partial No Partial
Arrow-exempt Yes No Partial No N/A
Strategy-proof Approx. No Partial No Approx.
(large N)

Minority Strong Moderate Weak Variable Variable
protection

Implementation Moderate Moderate Low High High
complexity
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Dimension QV RCV Approval Liquid Futarchy

Deployment Growing Extensive Moderate Limited Minimal
experience
Multi-issue Native Limited  Native Native Limited
capability

QV’s primary advantages: cardinal expressiveness, minority protection, and native multi-issue
support. Primary disadvantage: limited deployment history, though this gap is narrowing.

Chapter 14: Implementation Design

14.1 Digital Interface Requirements
Successful deployments have converged on several design patterns:

e Slider-based allocation. Each issue represented by a horizontal slider. Moving the slider
increases vote count and visually displays credit cost. Remaining budget prominently shown.

e Drag-and-drop prioritisation. Items dragged into priority tiers with automatic quadratic
costing.

o Budget visualisation. Credit meter or pie chart showing allocation.

o Cost feedback. Tooltips showing marginal cost: “Adding another vote here costs 7 more
credits.”

o Confirmation review. Summary of allocation before submission.

Empirical evidence confirms rapid adaptation — typically within minutes. The “too complicated”
objection has not been borne out in practice.

14.2 Credit Allocation Strategies

e Fixed per-session budgets. Simplest model, used in most current deployments.

¢ Periodic replenishment. Credits allocated on a regular schedule, encouraging temporal
prioritisation.

e Accrual models. Credits accumulate over time, rewarding patience.

e Population-scaled budgets. B set proportional to the number of issues.

14.3 Fraud Prevention and Identity Integrity

QV’s security rests on budget integrity (server-side validation, cryptographic commitments) and
identity integrity (one person, one account). Sybil resistance strategies:

o Government identity verification (strong but raises privacy concerns)

» Biometric verification (strong but creates surveillance infrastructure)

o Social graph verification (decentralised, privacy-preserving, gameable by coordinated groups)
o Proof-of-personhood protocols (emerging cryptographic approaches)

o Behavioural analysis (statistical detection of anomalous patterns)

No single approach is sufficient; practical implementations layer multiple methods.
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14.4 Accessibility

Cognitive accessibility. Core concept — “spread your points across issues, putting more
on things you care more about, but more points cost more” — is broadly accessible.
Physical accessibility. WCAG 2.1 AA minimum. Alternative input methods (voice, switch
control, eye tracking).

Digital divide. Hybrid approaches: digital by default, paper-based or assisted alternatives.
Language and literacy. Multi-language support, plain-language descriptions, visual and
audio interfaces.
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PART 1II: THE ARCHITECTURE
— CLOSING THE LOOP

Chapter 15: Integration with Societal SLOs

15.1 The Accountability Gap

A fundamental weakness in contemporary democracy is the disconnect between voter expression
and outcome measurement. Citizens vote for candidates or policies, but the relationship between
those votes and subsequent outcomes is opaque, delayed, and largely unaccountable. Election
promises are not contractual obligations.

This accountability gap degrades the information value of elections and creates perverse incentives:
politicians are rewarded for promises rather than performance.

We propose addressing this gap by integrating QV with Societal Service-Level Objectives (SLOs)
— a framework adapted from site reliability engineering that treats public outcomes as observable,
measurable commitments with explicit targets, error budgets, and change management protocols.

15.2 Societal SLOs: Definition and Structure
A Societal SLO specifies:

1.

oot N

7.

Definition. A precise, measurable outcome metric (e.g., “violent incidents per 100,000 resi-
dents”).

Target. A quantitative improvement goal (e.g., “-20% year-over-year”).

Error budget. Pre-allocated tolerance for misses (e.g., “4 percentage points”).
Measurement method. Data source, collection method, calculation procedure.

Cadence. How frequently measured and reported.

Owner. The entity accountable for the metric.

Dashboard URL. Public, real-time monitoring interface.

Ilustrative SLOs:

SLO ID Metric Target Error Budget
SLO-ACC Preventable injury incidents per 100k -30% YoY 5%
SLO-VIOLENCE Violent incidents per 100k -20% YoY 4%
SLO-HOUSING % of households in stable housing +10pp YoY 2pp
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SLO ID Metric Target Error Budget

SLO-DEBT-STRESS % reporting debt-induced stress -25% YoY = 5%
SLO-TRUST Trust-in-institutions index +15% YoY 3%

These SLOs are parameterised locally — targets calibrated to local conditions and baseline perfor-
mance.

15.3 Observability Stack

e Metrics, logs, and traces. Granular, real-time operational data from policy engines and
service delivery systems.

o Cryptographic proofs. Weekly reconciliations signed by independent auditors. Per-epoch
JSON manifests ensuring reproducibility.

e Public dashboards. Aggregated indicators with drill-down capability, protecting individual
privacy while enabling public scrutiny.

e Policy rate-limiter. Governance mechanism that gates policy changes based on error budget
status.

15.4 Data Model and Privacy

e Minimal data collection — only variables required to compute SLOs.

e Separation of concerns — PII in sealed stores; public aggregates expose only non-identifying
data.

e Proof artifacts — per-epoch manifests enable independent verification without exposing raw
data.

e Retention discipline — short-lived raw PII; long-lived anonymised aggregates.

15.5 Reporting Cadence

e Weekly. Ledger proofs, SLO burn-rate charts, incident summaries.
e Monthly. Programme outcome snapshots, parameter changes, anomaly reports.
e Quarterly. Red-team audits, external attestations, comprehensive progress reports.

All reports reference reproducible data artifacts and versioned methodology notes.

15.6 Error Budgets and Change Management

e Error budgets as governance constraints. When a metric misses its target, the miss is
deducted from the error budget. When the budget is exhausted, policy changes are paused.

e Change windows. Policy changes implemented through scheduled activation windows with
delayed effective dates.

e Rollback protocols. Major changes have pre-planned rollback procedures with bounded
blast radius.

This treats policy-making as a controlled experiment rather than an irreversible commitment.

15.7 QV-SLO Integration: The Closed Loop

1. Citizens express preferences via QV. Voice credits allocated across policy priorities.
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2. Preferences set SLO targets. Aggregated QV results inform target-setting and resource
allocation. Issues with intense QV support receive more ambitious targets.

3. SLOs are continuously monitored. Public dashboards provide real-time transparency.

4. Error budgets gate policy changes. When SLOs are met, there is budget for experimen-
tation. When missed, corrective action is prioritised.

5. Citizens review outcomes and re-express preferences. At regular intervals, citizens
review SLO performance and re-express preferences via QV, closing the loop.

This addresses two weaknesses simultaneously: QV’s lack of an outcome-measurement framework,
and SLO systems’ lack of a preference-expression mechanism.

15.8 Governance Interfaces

« Citizen Steering Circle. Rotating body that reviews dashboards, initiates audits, proposes
agenda items.

e Referenda. One-click QV votes to ratify parameter changes within bounds.

¢ Ombuds function. Complaints channel that publishes its own performance metrics.

15.9 Risks and Mitigations

e Goodhart’s Law. Mitigated by balanced scorecards with multiple SLOs and regular metric
reviews.

o Privacy leakage. Mitigated by aggregation thresholds, k-anonymity, and differential pri-
vacy.

o Data bias. Mitigated by publishing sampling frames and inviting external critique.

e Accountability theatre. Mitigated by tying change management to SLO status with struc-
tural teeth.

Chapter 16: Applications

16.1 Municipal Governance

The most natural application domain. Cities face dozens of competing priorities with heterogeneous
intensity of preference across neighbourhoods. QV-enabled municipal systems allocate voice credits
to residents for priority decisions. SLOs track outcomes. Public dashboards provide visibility. Error
budgets constrain the pace of change.

16.2 Organisational Decision-Making

QV is well-suited to board priority-setting, budget allocation, product roadmap decisions, and
employee engagement surveys — any context where binary voting masks the true distribution of
concern.

16.3 Policy Prioritisation

As demonstrated in Colorado, QV helps legislatures identify which bills have the most intense sup-
port. QV-structured regulatory consultations reveal which provisions generate intense stakeholder
concern. Long-term national planning can be prioritised through QV.
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16.4 Participatory Budgeting

Traditional participatory budgeting lets residents vote for top project choices, producing outcomes
dominated by popularity. QV-enhanced participatory budgeting lets a resident who desperately
needs a transit route concentrate credits there, outweighing multiple casual supporters of a park
renovation. SLO integration closes the loop.

Chapter 17: Discussion

17.1 Scalability

QV’s computational requirements are modest. The scalability challenge is institutional: imple-
menting QV requires identity infrastructure, digital interfaces, and public education. Evidence
from Taiwan (population-scale) and Gitcoin Grants (tens of thousands of participants, millions of
dollars) suggests QV can scale with existing technology.

17.2 Accessibility

The concern that QV is “too complicated” deserves careful treatment. The user experience need
not expose mathematical complexity. Empirical evidence from Colorado shows rapid adaptation
by politically diverse participants. Nevertheless, any deployment must invest in plain-language
explanations, multilingual support, alternative input modalities, and non-digital fallbacks.

17.3 Political Feasibility

The most significant barrier to adoption is political. Incumbent officials have won under current
rules. The most promising path runs through non-governmental contexts first: corporate gover-
nance, community organisations, participatory budgeting, regulatory consultations. The blockchain
ecosystem has provided an unexpected accelerant, creating a generation with direct QV experience.

17.4 Limitations

e Identity requirements create tension with privacy values.

e Collusion vulnerability requires additional mechanism design.

o Preference formation — QV assumes well-formed cardinal preferences.

o Cultural fit — market-inspired logic may not resonate universally.

e Transition costs — replacing established systems involves significant change.

e Dimensionality reduction — decomposing policy into discrete issues is itself a political
act.

17.5 Future Research Directions

Optimal credit allocation models across different contexts.

Collusion-resistant variants and their expressiveness costs.

Hybrid mechanisms combining QV with deliberation, liquid democracy, or prediction markets.
SLO calibration — how to set ambitious but achievable targets.

Behavioural dynamics — how voters actually form and express preferences under QV.
Longitudinal effects on engagement, polarisation, and institutional trust.

S G W=
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7. Large-scale national deployment — nobody has run QV at the scale of a national election.

Chapter 18: Conclusion

The central argument of this thesis is that the dominant mechanisms for democratic governance —
elected representation and binary voting — are demonstrably inferior to available alternatives, and
that those alternatives have been proven in practice.

Direct democracy works. Switzerland has demonstrated this for 178 years, with outcomes that
surpass most representative democracies on every measurable dimension. Rojava has demonstrated
it under conditions of war. The Zapatista municipalities have demonstrated it among the most
marginalised communities in the Western Hemisphere. The common variable is not wealth, culture,
or stability — it is institutional design that places decision-making power with the people affected
by those decisions.

Quadratic voting works. The mathematical foundations are solid: the quadratic cost function
is the unique pricing rule that achieves approximate utilitarian efficiency in large populations. The
empirical evidence, from Taiwan to Colorado to the Ethereum ecosystem, consistently shows that
QV surfaces genuine priorities, protects minorities with intense preferences, and produces outcomes
that stakeholders endorse as more representative.

The integration works. Combining direct democracy with QV and measurable accountability
through Societal SLOs creates a closed-loop democratic architecture that is simultaneously more
expressive than any existing voting system and more accountable than any existing governance
framework. Citizens express intensity-weighted preferences. Those preferences set measurable
targets. Outcomes are continuously monitored. Error budgets gate policy changes. Citizens review
performance and re-express preferences. The loop closes.

The technology exists. The mathematics work. The experiments have succeeded. The 178-year
dataset is sitting there, producing better outcomes than the systems it is compared against, while
commentators explain why it cannot possibly work.

The question is not whether better democratic mechanisms are possible. The question is whether
we will continue to pretend that a system designed for the convenience of politicians — where you
vote for a bloke in a suit every few years and he does what he wants — is the best humanity can
do.

Switzerland figured it out in 1848. No iron ore. No oil. No colonial empire. Just a system in which
the people who pay the taxes decide how the taxes are spent.

Measurement makes democracy governable: visible, correctable, and shared.

35



PART 1V: APPENDICES

Appendix A: Democracy, Money, and Elite Capture

Representative democracy is normatively grounded in popular sovereignty — rule “of, by, and for
the people.” Yet a substantial body of political theory and empirical research documents a persistent
gap between this ideal and its operation under conditions of concentrated wealth. This appendix
summarises the evidence for structural elite capture of representative democratic systems.

The Representative Paradox

Democratic legitimacy is derived from the people, yet governance is delegated to representatives
operating far from everyday civic life. Empirical work in Australia shows growing public belief that
government primarily serves major interests rather than the electorate, alongside sharply rising
perceptions of corruption among federal parliamentarians.

Capitalism and Democratic Distortion

Democracy operates at a structural disadvantage within capitalist political economies. Private own-
ership creates zones of “private government” in workplaces. In the political sphere, the privileged
position of business means governments rely on investment decisions controlled by private actors.
The “public interest” becomes aligned with the preferences of capital-intensive industries.

Political Finance Failures

Three systemic failures under weak regulation: secrecy (delayed disclosure, high thresholds,
donation-splitting); undue influence and clientelism (dependence on wealthy patrons);
and political inequality (unlimited donations translating economic inequality into political
inequality).

Lobbying and Access

Weak registers, exclusions for in-house lobbyists, and near-absent enforcement produce an effec-
tively lawless domain. Revolving-door practices exacerbate the problem. Meaningful influence is
concentrated among those with resources and institutional proximity.
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The Pollution Paradox

Firms most threatened by regulation invest most heavily in political influence, dominating policy
agendas. In Australia, fossil fuel interests exemplify this through donations, lobbying density,
personnel circulation, and targeted media campaigns.

Synthesis

Contemporary democracy is not collapsing, but it is increasingly constrained by money-driven
access, influence, and structural dependence on capital. Without structural reform, democratic
systems risk stabilising into hybrid forms — procedurally democratic, substantively oligarchic.

Appendix B: Bill Rankine, Bricklayer, Senate Election Day

Nobody has run quadratic voting at the scale of a national election. The Taiwan experiments were
promising. Colorado was a single caucus. The evidence at national scale does not exist yet.

But you do not need a randomised controlled trial to understand what is broken. You need to have
filled out a Senate ballot.

Bill Rankine is a bricklayer in Rockingham. He has been laying bricks for twenty-three years. He
coaches under-12s footy on Saturday mornings and he has not missed a game in six seasons. He
shows up. He does the work. He does not complain about it.

On election day, Bill stood in the Rockingham Community Centre with a Senate ballot paper the
size of a tablecloth. Sixty-four candidates. He recognised three names. He had strong opinions
about exactly two things: he wanted his kids’ school properly funded, and he wanted the local
fishing reef protected from commercial dredging. Those two things affect his life every single day.
Everything else on that ballot — the preferences of minor parties he had never heard of, the deals
cut between factions he would never meet — was noise.

Bill numbered his six boxes above the line. His votes went to a party that had pre-allocated his
preferences across sixty-four candidates based on backroom deals he was not part of. His strong
feelings about the school and the reef carried exactly the same weight as the bloke behind him who
was voting based on a how-to-vote card someone handed him in the car park.

Bill is not stupid. Bill knows he is being played. He ranked sixty-four candidates on a ballot the size
of a tablecloth and none of them called him back. Not one. He does not know what happened to
his preferences after box six. He does not know which of those sixty-four names his vote eventually
counted for. The system treated his twenty-three years of showing up, his six seasons of coaching,
his daily stake in schools and reefs, as exactly equal to a bloke who filled in the boxes because the
fine for not voting is twenty dollars.

That is not fairness. That is not mateship. That is not loyalty rewarded. That is a system designed
for the convenience of politicians, not for the people who build the country.

If Bill had a budget of voice credits — say, a hundred — he would put forty on education funding
and thirty on the reef. He would put maybe five each on a handful of other things he cared about.
The issues that mattered to him would carry weight proportional to how much they mattered. A
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bloke who cared deeply about aged care would do the same for aged care. The result would track
what people actually need, not just which party had the best preference deal.

Is the evidence for QV at national scale thin? Yes. Honestly, yes. But the evidence that the
current system serves Bill is thinner. He has been providing it, involuntarily, every three years for
two decades.

Hard work, toughness, loyalty — Bill has all of it. The system does not reward any of it. It
rewards the people who negotiate preference deals in rooms Bill will never enter. Being your own
man means nothing when your vote disappears into a preference waterfall you cannot see, cannot
track, and cannot change.

Call a spade a spade: a system where sixty-four candidates compete for Bill’s vote and zero of them
are accountable to him after election day is not democracy. It is a performance of democracy. The
Swiss figured this out in 1848. Bill should not have to wait another 178 years.

Appendix C: Australian Compulsory Voting — A Detailed Com-
parison

Australia occupies a unique position in the global democratic landscape. It is one of only 21
countries that enforce compulsory voting, and one of the few in which enforcement is both consistent
and effective. Since 1924, federal election turnout has consistently exceeded 90% — a participation
rate that no voluntary-voting democracy has sustained.

The Compulsory Voting Infrastructure

Australia’s system works through a combination of legal obligation, administrative infrastructure,
and cultural normalisation:

o Legal requirement. Failure to vote in a federal election incurs a fine (currently AUD $20
for a first offence, rising for subsequent failures). The fine is modest but enforcement is
consistent.

o Electoral roll. Enrolment is also compulsory for all citizens aged 18 and over. The Australian
Electoral Commission (AEC) maintains the roll and actively pursues non-enrolled citizens.

e Accessible voting. Election day is always a Saturday. Polling stations are numerous,
typically within a short walk or drive. Pre-poll voting, postal voting, and mobile polling for
remote communities are widely available.

e Cultural embedding. The “democracy sausage” — a sausage sizzle at polling stations —
has become a cultural institution. Voting is a social event, not a burden.

What Australia Has and Switzerland Does Not

1. Near-universal participation. Switzerland’s average referendum turnout of 45-50% is its
most cited weakness. Australia eliminates this problem entirely. Every citizen participates,
producing outcomes with an unassailable claim to democratic legitimacy.

2. Existing double-majority requirement. Australian constitutional referendums already
require a majority of voters nationwide AND majorities in at least four of six states. This is
structurally identical to Switzerland’s cantonal majority requirement.
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3.

Federal structure. Six states and two territories, each with its own parliament and dis-
tinct political culture. State-level experimentation is constitutionally embedded, as it is in
Switzerland.

What Australia Lacks and Switzerland Has

1.

Citizen-initiated referendums. This is the critical gap. Australian referendums can only
be initiated by Parliament. Over 20 proposals for citizen-initiated referenda have been made
in Australian parliaments. None have passed. The people who would have to vote themselves
out of a job are not voting themselves out of a job.

. Regular referendum practice. Switzerland holds four voting days per year. Australia has

held 44 referendums in 125 years — an average of one every three years, bundled with general
elections. The Swiss citizen is a practised decision-maker. The Australian citizen gets one
question every few years.

. Consensus-forcing culture. Australia’s two-party adversarial system means that referen-

dum proposals from one side are reflexively opposed by the other. Switzerland’s concordance
system, born of the referendum threat, forces all major parties to govern together. The
institutional design creates the culture, not the other way around.

. Information infrastructure. Switzerland sends every household a balanced voting booklet

before every vote. Australia relies on partisan advertising and media coverage.

The Combination

The combination of Australian compulsory voting with Swiss citizen-initiated referendums would
produce the strongest direct democratic system in the world:

Every citizen would participate (compulsory voting eliminates turnout concerns).

Citizens could set the agenda (citizen-initiated referendums eliminate parliamentary gatekeep-
ing).

Federal structure enables experimentation (state-level pilots, as Swiss cantons have done for
centuries).

The double-majority requirement protects against regional domination.

QV would address intensity-of-preference, preventing the tyranny-of-the-mild-majority prob-
lem.

The barriers are not structural. They are not logistical. They are not cultural. They are political.
And they are precisely the barriers that direct democracy is designed to remove.

Appendix D: Cross-References to the OMXUS Research Series

This thesis does not exist in isolation. It is part of a body of research in which each paper proves
or extends every other. The connections are not decorative — they are structural.

Direct Dependencies
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Paper Title Connection to This Thesis
Paper 5 Two Monkey QV is meaningless if one person can create ten accounts.
Theory (Sybil The sybil resistance work addresses this directly: one body,
Resistance & one vote, verified by the people standing next to you, not by
Physical a government database. See
Presence) ../sybil_resistance_physical_presence/.
Paper 7 Trust-First The SLO accountability framework proposed in Chapter 15
Governance connects here. Trust is not a prerequisite for good
governance — it is a product of transparent, measurable
governance. Switzerland’s 62% trust vs the OECD 39% is
the empirical proof. See
../consensus_distillation_trust/.
Paper 10 Cooperative Worker-owned businesses need QV for the same reason
Capitalism nations do. When a cooperative votes on investments,
simple majority treats the person whose job depends on the
outcome the same as someone with a passing opinion. QV
scales cooperative governance without reproducing majority
tyranny. See ../cooperative_capitalism/.
Paper 16 Physical Switzerland’s debt-to-GDP of 30% vs the eurozone’s 97% is
Infrastructure what happens when the people spending the money are the

same people paying the bill. Public investment compounds
over decades when citizens control the purse.

Broader Series Connections

Research Directory

Connection

../sybil_resistance_physical_presence/

../consensus_distillation_trust/

../ble_mesh_networking/

../community_policing_alternatives/

../cooperative_capitalism/

Identity verification by physical
co-presence. The upstream
requirement for any QV
implementation.

Mathematical trust foundations
underpinning vote weighting and
validation.

Offline vote relay via Bluetooth
mesh — voting works even when
the internet does not.

The same community
infrastructure that handles safety
can handle governance. If your
neighbours can respond to an
emergency in 60 seconds, they can
vote on local policy too. See also
CAHOOTS model (Goal 5).
Worker-owned businesses need QV
to govern at scale.
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Research Directory

Connection

../drug_policy_reform/

../education_prussian_model/

. ./emergency_response/

../food_toxicology_safety/

../housing_first/

../labor_economics_22hr_week/

../platform_sovereignty_identity/

../prevention_over_punishment/
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Portugal model (Goal 7). Direct
democracy enables drug policy
reform that representative systems
block — Swiss voters approved
liberal drug policy through
referendum.

The Prussian model of education
(Goal 12) produces compliant
subjects, not active citizens.
Direct democracy requires — and
produces — the opposite.

The $29 ring (Goal 13).
Community emergency response
and community governance are the
same infrastructure.

Food safety (Goal 10). The
precautionary principle applied to
food cannot be enacted by a
legislature captured by food
industry lobbying. Direct citizen
vote removes the capture.
Housing (Goal 9). Foreign
investment bans require political
will that representative systems,
captured by real estate lobbying,
cannot generate.

The 22-hour work week (Goal 2).
The extra 204 hours per week is
what makes community
governance possible — you cannot
participate in democracy if you are
working 50 hours a week.
Sovereign identity. The same
cryptographic identity that
authenticates you on the mesh
authenticates your vote. No
government database required.
Goals 3-5. Prevention requires
community governance.
Punishment requires a professional
political class to administer it.



Research Directory Connection

../social_group_scaling/ Dunbar’s 150 ceiling is discredited
(Lindenfors et al. 2021: CI of
2-520). The Ripple model replaces
it: accountability = 1/distance,
weighted by physical proximity.
Swiss communal democracy works
because of proximity-based
accountability, not an arbitrary
group cap.

The Convergence

Every paper in this series addresses a system that failed a real person. Every solution requires
that ordinary people have power over policy. Every technical mechanism — mesh networking,
sovereign identity, quadratic voting, community emergency response — is a tool for making that
power operational.

Switzerland is the proof that it works. QV is the mechanism that makes it precise. SLOs are the
dashboard that makes it visible. The mesh is the infrastructure that makes it unstoppable.

The 14 goals are not separate projects. They are one project. This thesis is the governance layer.
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