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Abstract  

Objective: This study aims to examine the various dimensions of the interplay between 

artificial intelligence (AI) and democracy in shaping power structures within democratic 

societies and to propose potential future scenarios. In this regard, the study seeks to answer 

how AI can alter power structures and what possible futures can be envisioned for 

democracy in this era. 

Methodology: To achieve the research objectives, a descriptive-analytical and mixed-

method approach was employed. Data collection tools included document analysis, expert 

panel discussions with specialists in relevant fields, and semi-structured interviews with key 

stakeholders. The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis techniques and the 

study's theoretical framework. 

Findings: The research findings are categorized into three key areas: "Weight of the Past," 

"Pressures of the Present," and "Attraction of the Future." The results indicate that 

democratic legacies and historical experiences, opportunities and challenges posed by AI, 

and democratic aspirations are crucial forces shaping the future of democracy in the AI era. 

Scenario analysis reveals that AI can both enhance democracy and citizen participation 

while also leading to power concentration, mass surveillance, and public opinion 

manipulation. 

Conclusion: The scenarios highlight that the future of democracy in the AI era is highly 

dependent on current decisions and policymaking. A set of recommendations at the policy, 

institutional, social, and individual levels is proposed, including the formulation of smart 

regulations, strengthening oversight institutions, empowering citizens, and supporting 

democratic initiatives. The study emphasizes that through collaboration among various 

stakeholders, AI can be leveraged to enhance democracy.  
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Introduction 
The rapid proliferation of artificial intelligence (AI) presents a fundamental 

paradox for 21st-century societies. On one hand, AI offers unprecedented 
potential to enhance democracy through optimized public services, increased 
transparency, and facilitated citizen participation. On the other hand, its 

capabilities for mass surveillance, public opinion manipulation, and automated 
decision-making pose a significant threat to foundational democratic values 

such as freedom, equality, and the rule of law. This duality has turned the 
relationship between AI and democracy into one of the most complex puzzles 
of our time (Kissinger, Schmidt, & Huttenlocher,2021). While much of the 

discourse focuses on visible consequences like fake news or algorithmic bias, 
a more profound challenge lies in AI's capacity to structurally transform the 

architecture of power. This technology is not merely a neutral tool but an 
active force that disrupts the balance of power among citizens, governments, 
and tech giants. Despite a growing body of literature, a significant research 

gap remains: most studies adopt a one-dimensional (threat- or opportunity-
focused) approach and lack a futures-oriented framework to move from 

analyzing current trends to envisioning alternative scenarios. This research 
aims to fill this gap by employing a systematic futures studies approach to 
provide a holistic analysis of the interplay between AI and power structures, 

ultimately shaping the future of democracy (Puran, 2024). Accordingly, this 
study seeks to answer the central question: How does artificial intelligence 
alter the structure of power in democratic societies, and what scenarios can 

be envisioned for the future of democracy in this era? 

Methodology 

This applied research employed a descriptive-analytical design with a mixed-
method approach. The primary analytical framework chosen for structuring 
the analysis and developing scenarios was the Futures Triangle, a method 

developed by Sohail Inayatullah (2014). This framework was selected for its 
holistic capacity to analyze the dynamics of change by systematically 

examining the interplay of three shaping forces: the Weight of the Past (deep 
structures and historical patterns), the Push of the Present (quantitative trends 
and current challenges), and the Pull of the Future (visions and aspirations for 

the future). The data collection process involved three main tools. First, a 
comprehensive document analysis of academic literature and policy reports 

was conducted to establish the theoretical framework and identify the "Weight 
of the Past." Second, two expert panels and a series of semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with a purposively selected sample of 14 experts 

from academia and policy sectors, with the process continuing until theoretical 
saturation was achieved. The interviews were designed to elicit deep insights 

into all three dimensions of the Futures Triangle. Finally, the qualitative data 
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from the panels and interviews were systematically analyzed using the six-

step Thematic Analysis model proposed by Braun & Clarke (2006). 

Findings 

The research findings, structured around the three vertices of the Futures 
Triangle, provide a comprehensive map of the forces shaping the future of 
democracy in the age of AI. The Weight of the Past is characterized by a 

dualistic legacy: the robust heritage of democratic institutions, rule of law, and 
human rights serves as a defensive barrier against the misuse of technology. 

Concurrently, historical experiences with previous technologies (e.g., radio, 
the internet) offer cautionary tales about their dual-use potential for both 
enlightenment and propaganda. The Pressures of the Present are dominated by 

significant challenges, including mass surveillance, the manipulation of public 
discourse through filter bubbles, systemic algorithmic bias, the concentration 

of power in the hands of a few tech corporations (a phenomenon aligned with 
Zuboff's (2019) theory of "surveillance capitalism"), and the potential 
emergence of what Harari (2017) terms a "useless class," which could 

destabilize societies. These pressures are countered by opportunities such as 
enhanced public services and data-driven policymaking. Finally, 

the Attraction of the Future is shaped by powerful visions of a more advanced 
democracy, including an "empowered participatory democracy" where 
citizens use AI for informed decision-making, a "smart democratic 

governance" model with heightened efficiency and transparency, and the 
aspiration for a more just and equitable society where AI is used to mitigate 

inequality. 
The interplay of these forces led to the development of three distinct future 
scenarios: 

 Scenario 1: Empowered Democracy. In this optimistic scenario, the strong 
pull of democratic ideals and the solid weight of democratic institutions 

successfully manage the pressures of AI. Technology becomes a tool for 
citizen empowerment, algorithmic transparency is a public right, and AI-
driven platforms facilitate direct participation in governance. 

 Scenario 2: Algorithmic Authoritarianism. In this pessimistic future, the 
negative pressures of surveillance and control, combined with an authoritarian 

pull, prevail. AI is weaponized for social control, dissent is suppressed, and a 
"digital social credit" system dictates citizens' access to basic services, 
effectively eroding fundamental freedoms. 

 Scenario 3: Precarious Democracy. This scenario, considered the most 
likely, depicts a future of constant struggle. The democratic landscape is 

unstable, with citizens caught between empowering technologies and 
sophisticated disinformation campaigns. Trust in institutions is severely 
eroded, and the future of democracy hinges on an ongoing, uncertain battle 

between progressive and regressive forces. 
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 Conclusion 

This research set out to unravel the puzzle of democracy in the age of AI and 
concluded that this technology is not a neutral force but an active agent in 
reshaping power structures. It fundamentally alters democratic societies by 

enabling algorithmic control over public discourse, creating a new logic of 
power accumulation based on data (surveillance capitalism), and eroding the 

principles of informed participation and political equality. The future of 
democracy is not a predetermined path but the outcome of the ongoing 
contestation between these forces. The analysis yielded three potential 

scenarios—Empowered Democracy, Algorithmic Authoritarianism, and 
Precarious Democracy—which highlight that the trajectory of the future is 

critically dependent on present-day policy choices. Theoretically, this study 
underscores the need to update classical theories of power and democracy with 
concepts like "non-human agency" from Actor-Network Theory. Practically, 

the scenarios serve as a stark warning against policy inaction. While the 
study's focus on Iranian experts is a limitation, it suggests a critical path 

forward. Future research should focus on comparative analyses across 
different political contexts and, more importantly, on the design of new 
democratic institutions and value-aligned algorithms. The study’s primary 

recommendation is that shaping a future where AI serves democracy requires 
proactive, collaborative, and deliberate action from all stakeholders. 
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