Democratic Political Regimes

Introduction

A political regime is the framework through which political power is organized,
exercised, and transferred in a state. It includes the institutions, rules, and norms
that define how a government functions, how leaders are chosen, and what role the
citizens play in decision-making. In Political Science, we broadly classify political
regimes into democratic and non-democratic types.

Democratic regimes are built on the principles of popular sovereignty,
accountability, and civil liberties. In contrast, non-democratic regimes are
characterized by limited political competition, centralized power, and suppression of
dissent. However, these are not rigid categories. Across history and geography, many
countries have moved back and forth between democratic and authoritarian forms,
or developed hybrid regimes blending elements of both.

Democracy, at its core, means rule by the people. However, not all democracies are
the same. Based on the nature and depth of participation, democratic regimes can be
divided into the following types:

Electoral Democracy
1. Concept of Electoral Democracy

Electoral democracy is a form of government where leaders are chosen by the
people through regular, free, and competitive elections. It is based on the
principle that the will of the people is expressed primarily through voting, and
this process gives legitimacy to those in power.

In such a system, the people are considered sovereign, and elections are the
main channel through which citizens participate in political life. Political
parties compete for power, and the government is expected to reflect the majority's
choice.

However, elections alone do not make a country truly democratic. Just because a
government is elected does not automatically mean it respects civil rights, the
rule of law, or ensures accountability.

In many countries, elections are held regularly, but the broader values of
democracy—such as freedom of speech, an independent judiciary, free media,
minority protection, and equal participation—are absent or weak.

In these situations, electoral democracy becomes a hollow shell, where voting is
reduced to a ritual without real choice, transparency, or public empowerment.
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Governments may use elections to claim legitimacy, but continue to concentrate
power, suppress dissent, and ignore democratic institutions.

Prominent scholars have raised concerns about this limited understanding of
democracy:

e Larry Diamond, a leading political scientist, argues that free and fair
elections are necessary but not sufficient for democracy. True democracy
must also include checks and balances, human rights, and the rule of law.

e Fareed Zakaria introduced the idea of “illiberal democracy”—a system
where elections are held, but the government undermines liberal values
like judicial independence, press freedom, and constitutional rights.
According to Zakaria, such regimes abuse electoral legitimacy to erode
democracy from within.

2. Key Features of Electoral Democracy

a. Periodic and Competitive Elections

In an electoral democracy, elections are conducted at regular intervals, usually
according to a constitutional schedule. These elections are competitive, meaning
that multiple parties or candidates are allowed to contest, and the outcome is
not predetermined.

Example: In countries like South Africa and Brazil, regular multiparty elections
provide citizens with real political choices and ensure peaceful transfer of power.

b. Multiparty Political System

A key characteristic of electoral democracy is the existence of multiple political
parties that compete for power. This creates a pluralistic political environment and
prevents the monopolization of authority by a single party.

Example: In India, numerous regional and national parties contest elections,
contributing to diverse political representation.

c. Universal Adult Franchise

All adult citizens, regardless of gender, religion, ethnicity, caste, or socioeconomic
status, are granted the right to vote. This ensures inclusiveness in political
participation.

Example: Indonesia and Nigeria have implemented universal adult suffrage, allowing
broad participation in electoral processes.

d. Rule of Law (in theory)

Electoral democracies are expected to function within the framework of a written
or unwritten constitution. While the actual adherence to rule of law varies, there is
at least a formal structure to limit arbitrary power.
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Example: In countries like Mexico and the Philippines, constitutional provisions
regulate elections and define the powers of institutions.

e. Civil and Political Rights (limited or weak)

Although electoral democracies hold elections, they often lack robust protection of
civil and political rights. Citizens may face restrictions on freedom of expression,
association, and assembly.

Example: In Bangladesh, opposition parties and civil society often face constraints,
even during election periods.

f. Weak Institutional Checks and Balances

While institutions like election commissions, courts, and legislatures exist, they may
not function independently or effectively. This weakens the overall accountability
of the regime.

Example: In Kenya, electoral commissions have faced allegations of bias and failure
to investigate electoral fraud effectively.

3. Shortcomings of Electoral Democracy

Despite the presence of elections, many electoral democracies suffer from deep
structural and normative weaknesses that undermine the spirit of democracy.

a. Erosion of Civil Liberties

Electoral democracies often curtail basic freedoms such as freedom of speech,
press, and assembly. Governments may censor the media, harass journalists, and
suppress dissenting voices, especially around election periods.

Example: In Russia, opposition media is shut down, and critics of the regime face
imprisonment or exile, even though elections are regularly held.

b. Political Centralisation and Executive Dominance

Elected governments may concentrate power in the executive branch, bypassing
legislative scrutiny and judicial independence. This centralization undermines
checks and balances.

Example: In Tiirkiye, constitutional reforms in 2017 expanded presidential powers
significantly, reducing parliamentary oversight.

c. Electoral Manipulation and Voter Suppression
Manipulation includes misuse of state resources during campaigns, biased
electoral commissions, intimidation of voters, or tampering with vote counts.

Example: In Zimbabwe and Venezuela, opposition candidates face harassment, and
elections lack transparency, despite occurring regularly.
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d. Majoritarianism and Marginalisation of Minorities
Elections may empower dominant ethnic, religious, or linguistic majorities, while
excluding or marginalizing minorities from political processes.

Example: In Sri Lanka, electoral democracy has at times reinforced majoritarian
Sinhalese nationalism at the expense of Tamil minorities.

e. Democratic Backsliding and Authoritarian Drift
Many electoral democracies experience democratic regression, where elected
leaders erode democratic institutions to extend their rule.

Example: Hungary and Poland have experienced democratic backsliding, with
weakening of judicial independence and media freedom under elected governments.

Scholarly Perspectives:

Larry Diamond argues that democracy should not be judged only by elections, but
by the quality of participation, protection of rights, and institutional
accountability. He identifies "electoral authoritarianism" as a growing threat,
where regimes maintain democratic appearances while hollowing out democratic
substance.

Fareed Zakaria warns that illiberal democracies can lead to elected autocracies. He
emphasizes that democracy requires constitutional liberalism—checks on power,
separation of powers, and protection of individual rights—not just electoral
procedures.

4. Case Studies
Case Study 1: Russia

Russia holds regular presidential and parliamentary elections, but it is widely
regarded as a case of electoral authoritarianism. Vladimir Putin has been in power
for over two decades through legal and constitutional changes, election engineering,
and suppression of dissent.

e Political opposition is restricted. Prominent leaders like Alexei Navalny have
been jailed, poisoned, or prevented from contesting elections.

e The media is tightly controlled by the state, and independent voices are
marginalized.

e The 2024 presidential election saw Putin win again, amid widespread
allegations of irregularities and lack of genuine competition.

Russia thus represents an electoral democracy in form but not in substance. The
absence of civil liberties, judicial independence, and media freedom turns elections
into symbolic acts rather than genuine democratic exercises.

Case Study 2: Tirkiye (Turkey)
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Tiirkiye has a long history of electoral democracy, but under President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, there has been significant erosion of democratic institutions.

e After the failed coup attempt in 2016, thousands of civil servants, academics,
and journalists were dismissed or jailed.

e C(Constitutional amendments in 2017 transformed Tiirkiye from a
parliamentary to a presidential system, concentrating power in the executive.

e Although opposition parties contested the 2023 general elections, the
environment was skewed in favour of the ruling party due to media control,
legal pressures on opposition leaders, and restrictions on campaigning.

Tiirkiye's case illustrates how an electoral democracy can shift toward competitive
authoritarianism, even when opposition parties exist and elections are held.

2. Liberal Democracy

Liberal democracy is a more comprehensive form of democracy than electoral
democracy. It is not only about holding elections, but also about protecting rights,
ensuring justice, and limiting the power of government through laws and
institutions.

In a liberal democracy, citizens elect their leaders in free and fair elections, but they
also enjoy freedom of expression, equality before the law, judicial
independence, and accountability of rulers.

This type of democracy emphasizes both popular participation and constitutional
liberalism. As Fareed Zakaria argues, true democracy is not just about elections,
but about the rule of law, a separation of powers, and respect for basic liberties.

Key Features of Liberal Democracy

1. Free, Fair, and Competitive Elections
e Elections are conducted regularly and are open to genuine competition.
e Electoral commissions are independent and impartial.
e All candidates and political parties have equal access to media and voters.

Example: In Germany, federal elections are overseen by the Federal Election
Committee, ensuring neutrality and transparency. In 2021 and 2025, opposition
parties campaigned freely and won significant seats.

2. Protection of Civil and Political Rights
e (itizens enjoy freedom of speech, religion, assembly, and privacy.
e These rights are enshrined in the constitution and protected by law.

e Violations can be challenged in independent courts.
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Example: In Sweden, citizens have access to strong civil rights protections,
including a Freedom of Information Act, allowing them to scrutinize government
actions.

3. Independent Judiciary
e (ourts function free from executive or legislative control.

e They can review laws and government actions, ensuring they align with the
constitution.

Example: In Germany, the Federal Constitutional Court is known for upholding
privacy, human dignity, and digital rights.

4. Free Press and Open Public Debate
e The media operates without state censorship or intimidation.

e Journalists and citizens can criticize the government, investigate corruption,
and present diverse views.

Example: In Sweden, public broadcasters like SVT operate autonomously, and
press freedom is constitutionally guaranteed.

5. Rule of Law and Separation of Powers
e (Government actions are bound by law.

e Powers are divided among the executive, legislature, and judiciary, creating
checks and balances.

e No institution can act above the constitution.

Example: The German Basic Law (Grundgesetz) ensures a clear separation of
powers, and no branch can overstep its legal limits.

Scholarly Insights

Robert Dahl, in his theory of Polyarchy, argues that liberal democracy requires
more than elections—it includes inclusive participation, public contestation, and
institutional guarantees. Liberal democracies are measured not only by
procedures, but by their respect for minority rights and transparency.

Amartya Sen, in Development as Freedom, emphasizes that freedom of expression
and political rights are central not only to democracy but to human development
itself. He highlights how famines never occur in functioning liberal democracies
because of public accountability and a free press.

Shortcomings of Liberal Democracies

Despite their strengths, liberal democracies face several internal and external
challenges in the 21st century:

1. Rising Populism and Polarization
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e Populist leaders sometimes use democratic means to undermine
democratic institutions.

e Hate speech and misinformation polarize voters and weaken democratic
discourse.

Example: Even in Germany, far-right parties have used democratic platforms to
spread exclusionary narratives, raising concerns about the resilience of liberal
norms.

2. Voter Apathy and Political Cynicism

e When citizens feel that elites are unaccountable, they may stop
participating actively in elections and governance.

e This undermines the spirit of democratic engagement.

Example: In Sweden, while institutional trust remains high, younger voters have
shown signs of disengagement, prompting new efforts to increase civic education.

3. Influence of Money and Lobbying
e Wealthy interest groups can distort democratic policymaking.

e (Campaign finance, corporate lobbying, and opaque donations pose threats to
fairness.

Example: Liberal democracies like the U.S., although often cited as role models, face
growing criticism for the influence of big money in politics, leading some scholars
to call it an "unequal democracy."

4. Democratic Backsliding in Long-Established Democracies

e There are signs of erosion of democratic norms even in mature
democracies.

e (hallenges include executive aggrandizement, partisan judicial
appointments, and restrictive laws on protests or speech.
Case Studies

Sweden (2025)

e Status: A model liberal democracy in both theory and practice.

e Features: Transparent governance, high trust in public institutions, and
vibrant media.

e Recent Development: In early 2025, a major Data Privacy Bill was passed
after public consultations. It limited state surveillance and reinforced citizens’
digital rights, showcasing Sweden'’s responsiveness to civil liberties concerns.

Germany (2024-2025)
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e Status: Strong federal liberal democracy with a powerful constitutional court.
e Features: Respect for fundamental rights, rule of law, and judicial activism.

e Recent Development: In 2024, Germany’s Constitutional Court blocked a
surveillance law passed by the government, calling it unconstitutional and a
violation of individual privacy. The decision was widely praised as a win for
liberal democratic values.

3. Majoritarian Democracy

Majoritarian democracy is a form of government where decisions are made by a
simple majority—typically led by a dominant political party or a powerful leader
with legislative backing. This system focuses more on efficiency and the ability to
govern without delays, but it often weakens the role of opposition parties, restricts
minority participation, and limits institutional checks.

It works on the principle that "the majority has the right to rule", but in practice,
this often means that minorities, dissenters, or even fundamental rights may be
sidelined in the name of majority will.

A. Main Characteristics of Majoritarian Democracy

1. Single-party Dominance

In most cases, a single political party forms the government without needing
coalitions. This gives them enough power to pass laws, control policy, and even
change institutional rules without much resistance.

Example: In the UK, the Conservative government under Boris Johnson (2019)
and Rishi Sunak (2022-2024) had large enough parliamentary majorities to
implement policies without needing support from other parties.

2. Weak Opposition and Limited Consultation

Opposition voices are often ignored or marginalized. Decision-making becomes
top-down, with little space for dialogue or negotiation.

Example: In India, the controversial Citizenship Amendment Act (2019) and
criminal law reforms (2023-25) were passed despite widespread protests
and without detailed parliamentary debate or expert consultation.

3. Minimal Protection for Minorities

Policies often reflect the views and interests of the majority population. Religious,
ethnic, regional, or political minorities may not get enough protection or
participation.
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Example: In Hungary, laws under Viktor Orban’s government have increasingly
excluded migrants, LGBTQ+ groups, and critical media, all in the name of
protecting “traditional values” supported by the majority.

4. Centralization of Power

Power tends to shift from local or federal institutions to the central government.
Federalism, if it exists, becomes weak. Local or state concerns may be overridden by
national majorities.

Example: In Turkey, President Erdogan’s constitutional reforms have
centralized authority in the executive office, weakening both the judiciary and
local governments.

B. Why Majoritarianism Appeals to Voters

Majoritarian systems are often popular because they promise fast action and
strong leadership. In countries facing political instability, fragmented coalition
governments, or bureaucratic delays, people may prefer a government that “gets
things done.”

Case in Point: In India, many voters supported the BJP for its decisive
leadership. Similarly, in the UK, voters backed Brexit under Boris Johnson’s
"Get Brexit Done" slogan, even though the vote deeply divided the country.

But this efficiency often comes at a cost—it may ignore diversity, bypass debate,
and harm democratic balance.

C. Recent Events and Examples
United Kingdom (2019-2025)

e Under the FPTP system, governments often win large majorities with less
than half the votes.

e The Rwanda asylum plan (2023-24) was criticized for bypassing human
rights norms.

e [n May 2024, the plan faced legal pushback, but the ruling party used its
majority to push legislation limiting judicial oversight on immigration
decisions.

Hungary and Poland (2010s-2024)

e Both countries continued to hold elections but passed laws weakening media
freedom, judicial independence, and academic institutions.

e The European Union repeatedly raised alarms, but strong national
majorities kept the ruling parties in power.

e By early 2025, Hungary had fully centralized control over public universities,
turning them into state-managed entities.
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D. What Scholars Say: Theoretical Insights
Arend Lijphart's Analysis

Lijphart, a well-known scholar of comparative politics, argues that majoritarian
democracy may work well in homogeneous societies, but it is risky in diverse
countries.

“In deeply divided societies, majoritarianism becomes a formula for
instability and exclusion.”

He contrasts majoritarian democracy with consensus democracy, which focuses on
power-sharing, proportional representation, and inclusion.

E. The Hidden Dangers of Majoritarianism

1. Minority Marginalization: When only majority voices shape policy, minorities
may feel alienated or even persecuted.

Example: In Myanmar, majoritarian nationalism led to the military-supported
Rohingya genocide, justified by Buddhist majority sentiment.

2. Undermining Democratic Institutions: Elected governments may gradually
erode checks and balances—judiciary, press, election commissions—under the guise
of majority rule.

Example: In 2023-24, India’s opposition and civil society groups accused the ruling
party of influencing the Election Commission and investigative agencies.

3. Erosion of Deliberation and Debate: Decisions become top-down, with little
room for dialogue, compromise, or evidence-based policy.

Example: The passage of the Digital Personal Data Protection Act in India (2023)
happened without pre-legislative consultation, raising concerns about surveillance.

4. Participatory Democracy

Participatory democracy is a model of governance that goes beyond just voting in
elections. It emphasizes the active, direct, and continuous involvement of
citizens in the decision-making processes that affect their daily lives. This model
aims to make democracy more inclusive, responsive, and people-centered.

Unlike representative democracy, where citizens mainly choose leaders to make
decisions on their behalf, or majoritarian democracy, which focuses on rule by the
majority, participatory democracy believes that people should play a direct
role in shaping policies and decisions—especially at the local and community
levels.

At its core, participatory democracy encourages a political culture where ordinary
citizens are regularly involved in public affairs, helping to create more
accountable and transparent governance.
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Some key tools and practices of participatory democracy include:
e Town hall meetings where people directly discuss local issues with officials

e (itizens’ assemblies that bring together diverse groups to deliberate on
policies

e Participatory budgeting, where people help decide how public funds are
spent

e Digital platforms that enable large-scale, online public consultation

In the modern world, where many people feel disconnected from politics and are
losing trust in institutions, participatory democracy offers a meaningful way to
re-engage the public. It can reduce political alienation and serve as a democratic
answer to the rise of populism and authoritarianism.

Key Features of Participatory Democracy

1. Active Citizen Involvement

In participatory democracy, citizens don’t merely observe politics—they actively
shape it. Mechanisms such as open public meetings, neighborhood assemblies,
online consultations, and community referendums allow people to voice their
needs and preferences. These engagements go beyond protest or complaint; they are
structured channels for policy input and collective decision-making.

2. Local Self-Governance

The strength of participatory democracy lies in its local roots. It often flourishes in
municipalities, villages, and urban wards where people have direct access to
governing authorities. Local councils, panchayats, and citizen committees are
empowered to make decisions on resource allocation, development projects,
education, sanitation, and more.

3. Tools of Direct Participation
Several institutional tools help translate citizen participation into policy action:

e Referendums and Initiatives: People vote directly on laws or propose policy
changes.

e Participatory Budgeting: Citizens debate and decide how public funds
should be spent.

e (itizen Assemblies and Juries: Randomly selected citizens deliberate on
complex issues and offer recommendations.

e Digital Democracy Platforms: Technology facilitates public consultations,
crowdsourced legislation, and online polling.

These tools reduce the distance between citizens and decision-makers, fostering
transparency, accountability, and civic empowerment.
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Case Study 1: Spain - Digital and Urban Participatory Platforms

Spain has experimented with participatory democracy, especially at the urban level
in cities like Madrid and Barcelona. In response to the 2011 anti-austerity
Indignados movement, which criticized political elites and demanded more
democratic participation, city governments launched platforms for public
involvement.

e Decide Madrid: Launched in 2015, this digital platform allows residents to
propose, debate, and vote on policy ideas. If a proposal garners enough
support, the city council is obliged to consider or implement it. By 2024, over
900 citizen proposals had been debated, covering issues from urban planning
to transport regulation.

e Participatory Urban Design: In Barcelona, local residents were consulted
in redesigning parks, bike lanes, and community centers. This
collaborative governance model improved civic engagement and trust in city
authorities.

Spain’s urban participatory experiments demonstrate how digital democracy and
local government responsiveness can revitalize public engagement, especially
among the youth and marginalized groups.

Case Study 2: Taiwan - A Digital Democracy Pioneer

Taiwan stands out globally for using digital tools to deepen participatory democracy.
After the 2014 Sunflower Movement, where students occupied the parliament
protesting a controversial trade bill, the government embraced civic technology to
rebuild trust.

e vTaiwan Platform: This government-backed platform allows citizens to
engage in crowdsourced policy-making. It combines online discussion
forums with expert input and government follow-up. Key issues debated
include Uber regulations, data privacy, and same-sex marriage. These
discussions are often live-streamed, increasing transparency.

e g0v Civic Tech Community: This open-source community collaborates with
the government to build digital tools that allow citizens to monitor budgets,
suggest policies, and access data.

e Impact: In 2023, Taiwan’s Ministry of Digital Affairs launched a campaign on
vTaiwan to gather public opinion on artificial intelligence regulation. Over
50,000 citizens participated, shaping the draft guidelines.

Taiwan's model illustrates how digital innovation, transparency, and civil society
collaboration can make democracy more participatory, resilient, and future-ready.

Carole Pateman’s Vision of True Participation
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Carole Pateman, in her influential book “Participation and Democratic Theory”
(1970), argues that democracy should not be reduced to voting every few years.
She insists that meaningful participation develops civic competence, deepens public
responsibility, and strengthens democratic culture. Participation, for Pateman, is
both a political right and a transformative experience that builds democratic
citizens.

Later scholars such as Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright built on this foundation
by proposing models like empowered participatory governance, where ordinary
citizens are involved in problem-solving and policy-making through deliberative
forums. Their work emphasizes that participatory democracy can work at scale
when supported by institutional design, transparency, and trust.

Shortcomings of Participatory Democracy

While participatory democracy aims to deepen democratic engagement by
involving citizens more directly in decision-making, it is not without its limitations.
Scholars and practitioners alike recognize that participatory mechanisms, though
ideal in theory, face several practical and structural obstacles.

1. Scalability in Large, Diverse Societies

In countries with vast populations and complex social structures, ensuring
meaningful participation for all citizens becomes extremely difficult.

e For instance, while Brazil’s participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre was
successful at the municipal level, replicating it nationally posed major
logistical and financial challenges.

2. Risk of Elite Capture

In many participatory forums, those who are already educated, resourceful, or
politically connected tend to dominate the process. This undermines the goal of
inclusivity.

e Research on participatory governance in India’s Gram Sabhas has shown
that dominant caste or economically powerful groups often manipulate
discussions and outcomes, sidelining marginalized voices.

3. Deliberation Fatigue and Public Apathy

Constant consultation and repeated public meetings can lead to “deliberation
fatigue.” Citizens may lose interest or feel that their input has little real effect.

e In Spain’s Decide Madrid platform, early enthusiasm declined over time as
people felt overwhelmed by the volume of proposals and disillusioned by
slow or symbolic implementation.

4. Challenges of Digital Participation
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While digital tools expand access, they also exclude those without internet
connectivity, digital literacy, or access to devices, thereby reinforcing existing
inequalities.

e The digital divide in African and South Asian democracies has limited the
inclusivity of tech-based participation mechanisms.
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