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MODULE TRAINING YOUTH 

Intro screen: 

 

 

In recent years, liberal democracy has faced increasing contestation, not only through overt 
authoritarian practices but also through the gradual alteration of democratic institutions, 
principles, and practices from within. While disagreement and debate are productive and 
essential in democratic systems, the past decade has seen these tensions consolidate into illiberal 
practices and anti-liberal ideologies that undermine rights, weaken or alter the mandates of 
institutions meant to protect those rights and reshape public expectations of what democracy 
should deliver. These shifts are visible across political systems, legal and judicial decision-
making, economics, social relations and the information landscape.   

Participants will: 

- Be able to identify and critically evaluate illiberal and authoritarian practices within and 
beyond formal democracies 

- Gain a clearer understanding of liberal democracy, its core values, boundaries and how 
it differs from illiberal frameworks. 

- Be able to explore actions that protect citizens' rights and the democratic space. 

 

 

Intro: 

Please watch this video 

UK: climate protests: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n6be6fUHkwo 

What do you think triggered this situation>>>> multiple choice: dissent, lack of representation, 
community problems 

What do you think happened to protesters: multiple choice : arrest, organisation, demands were 
met 

Why does it matter?  >>>>individual reflection 

If you want to understand how citizen rights could be protected, follow this brief training on 
contestations over (liberal) democracy.  

FORMAT: Text with appropriate illustration + references for further reading   

 

Part I: What is liberal democracy? (OA) 

Learning objectives  
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By the end of this module, you will be able to: 

• Describe the historical development of liberal democracy in Europe, including key events 
and ideas that shaped it. 

• Identify the core principles of liberal democracy, such as rule of law, free elections, and 
individual freedoms. 

• Recognise the main institutions that uphold liberal democracy (e.g. parliaments, courts, 
media, civil society). 

• Analyse how these principles and institutions empower citizens, using youth climate 
activism as a case study. 

• Explain how liberal democracies can decline, and what this means for citizen rights and 
freedoms, with reference to real-world examples. 

• Reflect on the importance of democratic values in your own life and community. 
• Engage with scenarios and quizzes to test your understanding of how liberal democracy 

functions, and what happens when it does not. 

 

1.1 History and context 

What is liberal democracy?  

Liberal democracy is a system of government that combines democratic principles with the 
protection of individual liberties. At its core, it is based on free and fair elections, allowing 
citizens to choose their leaders through a transparent and competitive process. It also upholds 
the rule of law, meaning that laws apply equally to all individuals and that no one is above the 
law, including government officials. 

Another key element of liberal democracy is the protection of individual rights and freedoms, 
such as freedom of speech, religion, and assembly. These rights are often guaranteed by a 
constitution or legal framework that limits the power of the state. In addition, liberal 
democracies feature a separation of powers among branches of government, typically the 
executive, legislative, and judicial branches, to prevent any one group from gaining unchecked 
authority. 

Liberal democracy is not just about how leaders are chosen, but also about how they govern. It 
emphasises accountability, transparency, and respect for civil liberties. By placing limits on 
power and ensuring that governments operate within a framework of laws and principles, liberal 
democracy seeks to create a stable and just political system that respects the dignity and rights 
of every individual. 

Next screen>>> 

 

Key historical roots: 

• The Enlightenment (1600s–1700s): This intellectual movement marked a major shift in 
European thinking. Philosophers such as John Locke and Montesquieu championed the 
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use of reason, the importance of individual liberty, and the idea of limited government. 
Their ideas directly challenged absolute monarchy and laid the groundwork for modern 
liberal political thought. Locke, in particular, argued that governments derive their 
authority from the consent of the governed—a core principle of liberal democracy. 

• Post-Second World War Order (1945–): In the aftermath of the Second World War and 
the defeat of fascist regimes, many European nations committed themselves to the 
principles of democracy, peace, and human rights. In 1948, the United Nations adopted 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, establishing a global standard for 
fundamental freedoms and dignity. These developments helped shape liberal 
democratic values in Europe and beyond. 

• The Cold War (1947–1991): During this period, Europe was divided between liberal 
democracies in the West and authoritarian communist regimes in the East. This 
ideological struggle defined global politics for decades. The peaceful revolutions of 
1989 and the fall of the Berlin Wall symbolised a major turning point, leading to the 
collapse of the Eastern bloc and a wave of democratisation across Central and Eastern 
Europe. 

• European Integration: The process of European integration, especially through 
institutions like the European Economic Community and later the European Union 
(EU), played a key role in safeguarding democracy and human rights. By creating 
shared laws, values, and institutions, member states committed to upholding liberal 
democratic norms, encouraging political stability, economic cooperation, and mutual 
accountability.  

• Decolonisation (1950s–1970s): As former colonies across Africa, Asia, and the 
Caribbean gained independence from European powers, many newly sovereign states 
looked to democratic models of governance. Although the outcomes varied, this wave 
of decolonisation inspired global conversations about self-determination, citizenship, 
and democratic participation, extending liberal democratic ideals far beyond Europe. 

Turning points: 

Year Event Significance 
1948 Universal 

Declaration of 
Human Rights 
adopted 

The adoption of this key document by the United Nations 
marked a crucial moment in global history. For the first time, 
universal human rights were formally recognised as a shared 
international norm. It laid a moral and legal foundation for 
protecting individual freedoms and dignity, which underpin 
liberal democratic values across the world. 

1989–
1991 

Fall of the Berlin 
Wall, collapse of 
the USSR 

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 symbolised the dramatic 
end of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe. This was 
followed by the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. These 
events marked the end of the Cold War and triggered a 
significant wave of democratisation, especially in Central and 
Eastern Europe, where many countries transitioned to liberal 
democratic systems. 

2001 9/11 terrorist 
attacks 

The September 11 attacks in the United States had a profound 
global impact. In response, many governments introduced 
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stricter security and surveillance measures. While aimed at 
protecting citizens, these laws raised serious concerns about 
privacy and civil liberties, challenging the balance between 
national security and democratic freedoms. 

2010s–
2020s 

Rise of populism 
and democratic 
backsliding 

In recent years, liberal democracy has come under pressure 
from within. The rise of populist leaders and movements, often 
characterised by nationalism, distrust of institutions, and 
erosion of checks and balances, has led to what many analysts 
call democratic backsliding. This trend has raised concerns 
about the resilience of democratic systems and the protection 
of fundamental rights. 

 

  

1.2 Core principles and key institutions 

Liberal democracy: Principles that power citizens 

Use youth climate action (e.g. Fridays for Future) as a case study. 

Principle Description Climate Action Example 
Popular 
sovereignty 

The ultimate source of 
governmental power lies with the 
people. Citizens have the right to 
influence political decisions and 
hold leaders accountable. 

Young people across the globe 
organise protests, petitions, and 
climate strikes to demand stronger 
environmental policies and legislation. 

Rule of law All individuals and institutions are 
subject to and equal before the law. 
Laws must be applied fairly and 
consistently. 

Climate activists take legal action 
against governments or corporations 
for failing to meet environmental 
commitments or violating climate 
targets. 

Separation of 
powers 

Government authority is divided 
among branches—executive, 
legislative, and judicial—to prevent 
abuses of power and ensure 
accountability. 

Courts review whether climate policies 
comply with constitutional or 
international obligations, while 
parliaments create or update 
environmental laws. 

Protection of 
rights 

Liberal democracies safeguard 
fundamental freedoms, such as 
expression, privacy, and belief, 
ensuring individuals can participate 
fully in public life. 

Students and citizens publicly express 
concerns about climate change without 
fear of repression, using media, 
forums, and community events. 

Free 
elections 

Leaders are chosen through open, 
fair, and competitive elections, 
enabling peaceful transfers of 
power and public participation. 

Young voters take part in political 
campaigns or debates, supporting 
candidates who prioritise climate 
action and environmental 
responsibility. 

Freedom of 
expression 

Individuals can voice their opinions 
openly, including criticism of the 
government or policies, without 
fear of censorship or punishment. 

Environmental groups and 
campaigners use social media, open 
letters, and public speeches to raise 
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awareness and advocate for climate 
solutions. 

Freedom of 
belief 

Everyone has the right to hold and 
express their own moral, political, 
or religious beliefs without 
coercion. 

Climate activism is supported by 
diverse groups, including faith 
communities, indigenous movements, 
and secular organisations, motivated 
by different values and worldviews. 

Freedom of 
assembly 

Citizens have the right to gather 
peacefully for protests, 
demonstrations, and public 
meetings to express collective 
concerns. 

Climate marches, sit-ins, and school 
strikes (e.g. Fridays for Future) have 
become key forms of civic engagement 
in the climate movement. 

 

Institutions that make liberal democracy work 

Institution Role Climate Action Example 
Parliaments Legislative bodies that make 

laws, represent the public, 
and hold the executive to 
account. They provide a space 
for debate and democratic 
decision-making. 

Elected representatives debate and vote 
on climate-related legislation, such as 
bills to promote renewable energy, 
reduce emissions, or regulate carbon 
markets. 

Courts Uphold the rule of law, 
protect constitutional rights, 
and interpret legislation. They 
ensure that governments and 
public bodies act within legal 
limits. 

Courts in several countries have issued 
landmark rulings compelling 
governments to meet climate targets or 
uphold citizens' environmental rights. 

Political Parties Organise political beliefs into 
platforms, compete in 
elections, and form 
governments. They help 
translate public opinion into 
policy. 

Young people increasingly join or create 
green parties or environmental caucuses 
within existing parties to push for 
stronger climate commitments during 
election campaigns. 

Media Inform the public, scrutinise 
those in power, and facilitate 
democratic debate. A free 
press plays a crucial 
watchdog role in democratic 
societies. 

News outlets, TV programmes, and 
online platforms report on climate 
protests, scientific findings, and policy 
debates, shaping public understanding 
and pressure for action. 

Civil Society 
Organisations 
(CSOs) 

Non-governmental groups 
that advocate for causes, 
educate the public, and 
mobilise communities. They 
help bridge the gap between 
citizens and institutions. 

Environmental NGOs like Greenpeace 
and Extinction Rebellion work with 
young people to organise 
demonstrations, provide legal support, 
and campaign for systemic change. 

International 
Organisations 
(e.g. EU, UN) 

Foster global cooperation, 
create international 
agreements, and provide 

At United Nations climate summits (e.g. 
COPs), youth delegates speak on behalf 
of civil society, contribute to 
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platforms for dialogue among 
nations. They help coordinate 
responses to global 
challenges. 

negotiations, and hold leaders to account. 
The EU also funds climate initiatives and 
enforces environmental standards across 
member states. 

 

1.3 Decline of liberal democracy 

Even when elections happen, other freedoms may disappear. The table below explores how 
liberal democracy can be weakened. 

Country What's happening? Which principles are under 
threat? 

Hungary The government has increasingly centralised 
control over the media, limiting independent 
journalism. Reforms have also weakened the 
independence of the judiciary, with political 
influence affecting judicial appointments and 
rulings. 

Freedom of the press, judicial 
independence, and separation 
of powers are at risk, 
undermining democratic 
checks and balances. 

Russia Elections are widely regarded as neither free 
nor fair, with opposition candidates barred, 
media restricted, and widespread voter 
intimidation. Political dissent is harshly 
punished, and real political competition is 
virtually non-existent. 

Free elections, political 
pluralism, freedom of 
expression, and popular 
sovereignty are seriously 
compromised. 

Georgia Peaceful protesters have been met with police 
violence, and laws are being introduced to limit 
foreign-funded NGOs. The overall space for 
civil society and public dissent is shrinking, 
raising concerns about democratic backsliding. 

Freedom of assembly, freedom 
of expression, and the right to 
participate in civil society are 
under significant pressure. 

Turkey The jailing of opposition figures, such as 
Istanbul's mayor Ekrem İmamoğlu, signals 
growing political interference in the judiciary. 
Media is tightly controlled, and the political 
environment has become increasingly polarised 
and repressive. 

Political pluralism, rule of law, 
judicial independence, and 
freedom of expression are all 
being eroded. 

 

 

Training visuals 

Short video montage: A striking visual comparison showing youth-led climate protests in liberal 
democracies, such as school strikes, peaceful marches, and speeches, alongside footage of 
protests in countries like Hungary and Turkey, where demonstrations have been met with police 
crackdowns, tear gas, or even arrests. The contrast helps highlight how the right to protest and 
freedom of assembly can function differently depending on the strength of democratic 
institutions. 

News snapshots: A curated series of real headlines and screenshots from international news 
outlets that depict government actions undermining democracy. Examples include reports of 
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restrictions on civil society organisations, the silencing or intimidation of independent media, 
and legal reforms that weaken judicial independence. These visuals would make the erosion of 
democratic principles more concrete, especially when contrasted with coverage of open 
political engagement in functioning liberal democracies.s 

 

Further readings: 

Marc F. Plattner, Liberal Democracy’s Fading Allure (2017) 

Michael C. Williams, What Liberals Don’t Get About the Liberal Order’s Crisis 

 

Quiz questions  

Q1: Which of these is NOT a principle of liberal democracy? 

A. Freedom of assembly 

B. Military dictatorship 

C. Rule of law 

D. Popular sovereignty 

Correct answer: B 

 

Q2: Match the value with the real-world action 

Freedom of expression → A. Posting a video criticising government inaction on climate 

Rule of law → B. Court fines polluting company 

Free elections → C. Voting for a candidate supporting a green economy 

 

Q3: Scenario 

A country holds elections, but the media is state-controlled, opposition parties are banned, and 
judges are appointed by the president. 

What is the likely impact on democracy? 

• Elections lose meaning 
• Citizens cannot hold leaders accountable 
• Power is concentrated, freedoms fade 

 

Part II: Dissensus over Liberal Democracy (DD) 
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By the end of this module, you will be able to: 

- Describe what pluralism, contestation and competition in liberal democracies entail. 
- Identify political ideologies involved in contestations of liberal democracies. 
- Explain what “dissensus” over liberal democracy represents. 

Distinguish how and when dissensus becomes disruptive and harmful in liberal 
democracies.  

Liberal democracies are grounded in principles of pluralism and competition, meaning that 
power is dispersed among many diverse and competing groups, ranging from political parties 
to grassroots organisations, from policy to business, with differing views on the good order of 
the political system. These groups vie for influence over various branches of governance, 
including the judicial, legislative, and executive branches. They compete to have their concerns 
represented and protected through policy and law. Since no single group dominates all of these 
access points in a functional liberal democracy, pluralism and competition are, in principle, well 
aligned with liberal democratic practices.  

Lobbying, for instance,  is a common democratic practice in which groups, from corporations 
and labour unions to environmental and human rights organisations, advocate for their interests 
with lawmakers. “By leveraging their policy expertise, representational capacity, and ability to 
connect policymakers and society, interest groups can enhance deliberative processes in 
epistemic, normative, and practical dimensions, fostering more informed, legitimate, and 
effective decision-making while also reinvigorating trust towards political institutions”, argues 
Alberto Bitonti (2025). 

Watch the following clip from the 2013's Scottish Parliament's debate on lobbying, available 
here:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uco2QYS2wJ8  

In this debate, we see how competition is ingrained in liberal democracy. When performed 
within its principles, it is intended to improve liberal democratic processes, representation, 
and defend public interest. 

Based on the same clip, what are the challenges and potential dangers? (multiple choice) 

• Lack of regulation 
• unfair distribution  
• Unequal access to democratic representatives  

Competition and contestations of liberal democracy often explicitly invoke political and 
ideological agendas. In Colombia, a group of 25 young people filed a historic lawsuit in 2018 
arguing that the government’s failure to stop deforestation in the Amazon violated their 
constitutional rights to a healthy environment and to life itself. The country’s Supreme Court 
ruled in their favour, recognising the Amazon as a “subject of rights” that must be protected for 
future generations. In the Philippines, local youth movements such as Youth Strike 4 Climate 
and Fridays for Future Philippines have organised protests and climate education campaigns, 
calling for the adoption of renewable energy and improved disaster response. Filipino youth 
activists also petitioned the national Human Rights Commission to investigate major fossil fuel 
companies for contributing to the climate crisis — one of the first cases worldwide linking 
human rights and corporate responsibility.   
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Their shift away from fossil fuels and unsustainable practices is framed as an ecological 
necessity that grounds matters of social equity and public health and highlight the need for a 
"just transition" to ensure that workers and communities dependent on polluting industries are 
not left behind. 

Would you say these examples align with the left or the right on the political spectrum? 

Answer: Left (It is left because it stresses ideas of equality, social justice, and government action 
to address inequality)  

Consider another example. In response to the Green Deal, major business associations in 
Europe, such as BusinessEurope and the European Chemical Industry Council (CEFIC), 
mobilised to lobby against what they viewed as excessive and burdensome regulations. Their 
core argument was that strict environmental rules would harm the competitiveness of European 
businesses, stifle innovation, and lead to job losses. 

Would you say this aligns with the left or with the right? 

Answer: Right, because it stresses ideas focusing on individual freedom, tradition, and limited 
government intervention. 

However, such pluralistic contestations have been increasingly becoming a disruptive force for 
liberal democratic processes and mainstream ideological directions. Consider, for instance, the 
2024 European People's Party (EPP) and Identity and Democracy (ID) campaigning to defund 
and restrict the lobbying activities of certain civil society organisations (CSOs), particularly 
those focused on environmental or human rights issues. They argue NGOs use EU funding for 
what they call "political activism." They consider that taxpayer money should not be used to 
fund groups to strengthen their political agenda. 

What would be the implications of this type of criticism (multiple choice): 

• Corporate actors would have a distinct financial advantage over CSOs in lobbying. 
• Erosion of democratic dialogue- cast as enemies.  
• Weaponising transparency.  

What would you say about their political orientation (single choice) 

- It is aligned with the left because it argues that governments need to regulate these 
activities. 

- It aligns with the right because it advocates for individual freedom of choice. 
- It is an illiberal type of discourse which challenges the mainstream understandings 

of liberal democracy.  

To capture the dynamics of eroding liberal democratic practices and devaluing liberal 
democratic ideas, the RED SPINEL project introduces the concept of "dissensus" to describe 
these growing conflicts. Dissensus happens when liberal democracy itself ( its ideals, 
institutions, and practices) becomes the object of political struggle. Instead of debating within 
the democratic rules, some actors begin to question or reject those rules altogether. 
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Brack&Coman (2025) define dissensus as "a conflict between different types of actors, either 
about the fundamental principles of liberal democracy (its institutions or polity) and rights or 
about their implementation through specific policies, or both." In other words, dissensus occurs 
when contestations expand into a dual challenge: questioning the practice of liberal democracy 
while simultaneously undermining the legitimacy of its principles.  

Dissensus has two essential dimensions: (1) the focus of the conflict, as it can target the very 
principles (fundamentals and rights) of liberal democracy or its practice (its policies), and (2) 
the heterogeneity of the actors' goals."  

 

2. 2. Typologies of dissensus 

To understand how dissensus operates, Red Spinel proposes the following typology:  

 

 

 

Mild dissensus refers to conflicts where actors challenge aspects of liberal democracy in 
practice (policies or decision-making procedures) without questioning its overall legitimacy. In 
such cases, the preferences of those contesters remain relatively close to each other, even if 
expressed through different positions. The dispute does not extend to the fundamental existence 
of liberal democratic principles.  

Consider the debate in the Irish Parliament on lobbying. What type of dissensus could this be 
(multiple choice) 

A. Mild 
B. Severe 
C. Disruptive 
D. Destructive 

Severe dissensus arises when conflicts concern the practice of liberal democracy, but the actors’ 
goals diverge sharply and remain far apart. Severe dissensus generates high levels of political 
salience because actors pursue fundamentally different outcomes within the logic of liberal 
democracy. For instance, some might seek to preserve existing rules and practices against others 
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who aim to restructure or radically change them. The actors contest its functioning but accept 
liberal democratic norms and principles.  

In Europe, the resistance of Big Tech against any form of EU Regulation (Digital Markets Act) 
has opened a debate about how companies like Meta and Google resist strict EU rules on data 
and competition by invoking privacy, while EU regulators insist on protecting citizens’ rights 
and fairness. Both accept democratic authority, but they push conflicting interpretations of what 
“fair competition” and “public interest” mean.  

How does this type of severe dissensus affect democratic practices? (single choice) 

A. It strengthens democracy by removing competition between actors. 

B. It challenges how democracy works in practice but still utilises its core principles.  

C. It rejects democratic norms and seeks to replace them with authoritarian ones. 

D. It eliminates pluralism by silencing opposing views. 

 

Disruptive dissensus arises when the conflict itself shifts from policies and practices to the very 
principles of liberal democracy, that is, its core values, rights, and norms. Disruptive dissensus 
contests the functioning conventions. It often emerges when new claims or actors enter the 
political arena and directly challenge established understandings of the liberal-democratic 
order. Although disruptive, these conflicts are marked by relatively homogenous preferences 
within each camp. Actors push for a coherent but fundamentally different vision of the politics 
that collide with pre-existing ones.  

One example is the debates around gender. In several European countries, for example France, 
Italy and Spain, movements opposing gender equality and LGBTQI+ rights have framed gender 
rights as threats to “traditional values” and natural order. Advocates of these defend them as 
fundamental rights guaranteed by liberal democracy. These actors contest what counts as a right 
and who gets to define it, while advancing a relatively unified vision. Why is this type of 
dissensus disruptive?  

A. It involves disagreement only about policies, not principles. 

B. It challenges the basic values and rights that liberal democracy is built on.  

C. It removes all public debate and competition. 

D. It strengthens unity by promoting consensus among all citizens. 

Destructive dissensus occurs when both the ideals and practices of liberal democracy become 
the core of the conflict, and the actors’ goals are deeply heterogeneous and ultimately 
irreconcilable. In this scenario, actors seeking to dismantle liberal democracy and replace it 
with an alternative, non-democratic regime confront those striving either to preserve the status 
quo or to reform democracy from within. The clash is therefore about the survival of liberal 
democracy itself and its replacement with a new non-democratic political order.  

In the United States, the January 6th, 2021 attack on the Capitol saw actors directly rejecting 
both the practice and the ideals of liberal democracy. While some sought to preserve electoral 
integrity and constitutional procedures, others aimed to overturn the certified results of a 
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democratic election and replace them with an alternative political order. Why is this type of 
dissensus destructive? 

A. It questions the fairness of some policies but stays within democratic boundaries. 

B. It replaces disagreement with complete consensus. 

C. It instrumentalises democracy itself and turns it violent. 

D. It encourages citizens to participate more actively in elections. 

Quiz:  

Consider youth climate lobbying in the EU. Youth organisations and climate groups lobby the 
European Parliament to adopt stronger climate policies, while industry associations lobby for 
slower transitions to protect jobs. Which of the following best describes this type of 
dissensus? 

A. A rejection of democracy itself, therefore disruptive dissensus  

B. A debate within the democratic process, therefore severe dissensus 

C. A violent attempt to seize power, therefore destructive dissensus 

 
Why: threatens to withdraw services or to fundamentally challenge the legal authority of the 
EU to regulate them, rather than simply offering a counter-argument on the policy. 

Consider Online Disinformation and Election Denial, for instance, with influencers spreading 
false information claiming elections are “rigged,” thereby encouraging mistrust of democratic 
institutions. How does online disinformation contribute to disruptive dissensus? 

o A. It challenges specific policies 
o B. It undermines shared trust in democratic rules 

Consider the widespread farmers' protests across Europe in 2024, when farmers drove tractors 
into capital cities to make their voices heard, as a direct, highly visible form of protest. They 
argued that the “elite” in Brussels creates regulations that are far removed from reality, hurt 
their livelihoods, and ignore their struggles. Their demands insisted on national sovereignty and 
prioritised the interests of the rural heartland over "globalist" policies. 

Their demands focus on the conflict, which they present as a good-vs-evil battle, delegitimising 
their opponents (environmental groups, EU officials) and creating a highly polarised situation. 

This type of protest is a move that goes beyond political disagreement to actively harming the 
democratic system. 

What type of dissensus is it? 

A. Mild 
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B. Severe 
C. Disruptive 
D. Destructive 

 

Part III: Practical actions (GC) 

By the end of this module you will be able to: 

- Understand what actions are possible to engage with democracy and defend citizen 
rights. 

- Identify, through case studies, strategies of resistance to enhance democratic rights 
and norms   
  

There are some troubling trends related to democracy and citizens perspectives on its 
value that should be a concern for all societal actors that value the principles and norms of 
pluralism, tolerance, accountability, and the protection of individual and minority rights.  

Take the excerpts (and evidence) below as an example:   

‘Democracy is now under attack globally. The world is nearly evenly divided between 91 
democracies and 88 autocracies. Since 2003, the share of the global population living 
under autocratic regimes has surged from 50% to 72%, encompassing 5.7 billion 
individuals.1 Democratic erosion extends even to long-standing “stable” democracies, 
such as the United States, which has been added to a watchlist of countries with “faltering 
civic freedoms” by CIVICUS, a nonprofit organization that serves as an advocate for 
democracy. In addition, journalists have been facing increasing systemic economic 
pressures, which has led to the rapid decline of press freedom in the past ten years’ 
(Lewandowsky et al, 2025, The Anti-Autocracy Handbook: A Scholars’ Guide to 
Navigating Democratic Backsliding, p. 3, https://commonslibrary.org/the-anti-autocracy-
handbook-a-scholars-guide-to-navigating-democratic-backsliding/) 

‘Europeans are becoming increasingly disillusioned with democracy. Just 36 percent of 
people surveyed are consistent supporters of democracy — valuing the right to vote and 
recognizing the importance of checks and balances — according to the survey by the 
European Movement, a campaign group pushing for closer integration and more robust 
institutions across the bloc. The remaining 64 percent of people — more than 3,500 were 
polled in seven of the largest EU countries — said they are inconsistent supporters of 
democracy, and more likely to say they prefer a stronger leader, up from previous years.’ 
Democracy Survey in Europe, (https://www.politico.eu/article/europe-support-democracy-
meh-survey-eu-parliament-populism-far-right/  

One of the fundamental questions that arises from such trends is how we can engage to 
preserve liberal democratic freedoms and prevent: 

a) Further movement towards democratic erosion and autocracy  
b) Citizens becoming increasingly disillusioned with democracy  
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Forms of democratic participation: Engagement and action in liberal democracies  

As citzens you have a wide array of opportunities to actively shape political life and uphold 
democratic values and principles. These avenues go far beyond just voting— indeed citizens 
can engage formally and informally, at multiple levels and within multiple spaces to uphold the 
central principles that underpin liberal democracy. 
 
Table X.1 provides an non-exaustive list of engagement mechanism that you can use in 
democracies, and is followed by a number of case studies (including 3 cases focusing on youth 
engagement) demonstrating how such mechanisms can be used in liberal democratic settings 
and also illiberal democratic contexts.  
 
Table X.1  
Formal Political Participation 
 

Ø Voting in elections: The most direct way to 
influence government decisions and leadership. 

Ø Standing for office: Running for public positions to 
represent constituents and shape policy. 

Ø Joining political parties: Contributing to party 
platforms, campaigns, and internal decision-
making. 

Ø Campaigning for candidates: Supporting electoral 
efforts through canvassing, fundraising, or digital 
outreach. 

Civic and Community 
Engagement 

Ø Attending public meetings or town halls: Engaging 
with local issues and holding officials accountable. 

Ø Joining community or grassroots organizations: 
Advocating for causes like environmental 
protection, education, or housing. 

Ø Volunteering for civic causes: Supporting 
initiatives that promote social welfare or 
democratic education. 

Informal Participation and 
Advocacy 

Ø Reading and writing about political issues: Staying 
informed and contributing to public discourse 
through blogs, articles, or social media. 

Ø Debating and discussing issues: Engaging in 
dialogue with others to refine ideas and promote 
democratic understanding. 

Ø Lobbying and petitioning: Contacting 
representatives or organizing petitions to influence 
legislation. 

Ø Using legal channels: Filing lawsuits or 
participating in judicial processes to uphold rights 
and challenge unjust laws. 
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Protest and Direct Action Ø Participating in demonstrations, boycotts, or 
strikes: Expressing dissent and pushing for change 
outside formal institutions. 

Ø Civil disobedience: Peacefully protesting to 
highlight injustice and prompt reform (within legal 
and ethical bounds). 

Upholding Democratic 
Norms 
 

Ø Respecting civil liberties and diverse viewpoints: 
Promoting tolerance and pluralism, which are core 
to liberal democracy. 

Ø Paying taxes and serving in the military: Fulfilling 
civic duties that support the functioning of the 
state. 

 
Digital Activism  Ø E-democracy platforms: Using digital tools to 

foster communication and political engagement 
among citizens, such as through platforms for 
discussing policies/signing online petitions etc., 

Ø Social-media campaigning: Using social media 
platforms to politically engage and influence 
democratic processes and policy (including 
hashtag activism) 

Ø Virtual sit-ins: Flooding a website with a huge 
number of requests to make it unavailable, as a 
form of protest. 

Ø Hacktivism: Using hacking for political purposes, 
which can include actions like distributed-denial-
of-service (DDoS) attacks on websites 

Ø Email bombing: Overwhelming an organization's 
email system with a large volume of emails. 

Ø Data activism: Using data analysis and 
visualization to highlight social and political 
issues. 

Ø Algorithmic activism: Actively trying to 
understand and work with algorithms to gain 
visibility and advance a cause. 

Ø Commons-based peer production: Building and 
sharing resources through networks, often using 
open-source and Creative Commons licenses. 

 
Sources and further reading: https://www.living-democracy.com/; 
https://ethical.net/ethical/digital-tools-democracy-and-activism/  
 
Think about the following before moving to the slides that follow on case studies of engagement 
(and briefly note your answers): 



 
 

16 

 
How do you engage in the democratic processes and practices of your own country? 
 
What difference do you think your actions make? 
 
 
Case Study: What can be done when your government dismantles the pluralistic media 
structure? 
 
‘Democratic backsliding and the rise of authoritarian tendencies constitute a deeply concerning trend. 
Space for civil society is shrinking, misinformation is on the rise and public trust in political institutions 
is hovering around an all-time low. A free and independent media cannot single-handedly stem these 
trends. But where it flourishes, the evidence suggests that it provides an important bulwark against 
these dynamics. That said, establishing the relationship between media freedom and democracy is not 
without its challenges. A 2024 UNESCO issue brief* notes the difficulty in determining the direction of 
causation between quality journalism and improved democratic or governance outcomes, as well as 
ruling out a separate, common cause. However, taking into account state-of-the-art research, it 
concludes that, “while much research remains to be done to clarify why, when, and in what contexts 
media and journalism can fulfil its mission, there is little doubt that democracy suffers when high quality 
media is weakened.” The linkages between a free press and a functioning democracy are outlined 
below on several levels.’ (https://mediafreedomcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/MFC-
Final-Report.pdf) 
 
*Joseph E. Stiglitz, Anya Schiffrin and Dylan W. Groves, ‘Journalism for Development: the role of 
journalism promoting democracy and political accountability and sustainable development’, UNESCO 
World trends in freedom of expression and media development (2024). 
 
Engaging in an ‘illiberal’ context: The Case of Hungary 

When a government dismantles a pluralistic media structure, a range of actions can be taken by 
civil society, international bodies, and journalists themselves.  

Case Study: Hungary and Poland 

In Hungary (since 2010) and Poland (under the former PiS government), the systemic 
dismantling of media pluralism was a core part of a broader democratic backsliding.  

Government Tactics Included: 

• Politicized Regulators: Appointing government loyalists to nominally independent 
media regulatory bodies, who then made biased decisions. 

• Capture of Public Media: Transforming public broadcasters into government 
propaganda outlets, characterized by one-sided reporting and smearing the opposition. 

• Private Media Capture: Using state-controlled companies to buy independent private 
media, leading to the firing of critical journalists and imposing pro-government editorial 
lines. 
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• Biased Funding: Channelling state advertising revenue and subsidies to pro-
government outlets while starving independent media of funds. 

• Legal Pressure: Using Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation (SLAPPs) to 
intimidate journalists, delaying license renewals, and threatening new restrictive 
legislation (e.g., "Lex TVN" in Poland).  

 

Actions and Responses 

Internal (Civil Society and Journalists): 

• Civil Resistance: Mass street protests and media "blackout days" (as seen in Poland) 
can pressure the government and raise public awareness. 

• Exile and Alternative Platforms: Journalists have gone into exile to continue their 
work freely, and new online portals (like Telex.hu in Hungary) have been established to 
bypass state control. 

• Professional Unity: Journalists' unions and associations have united to speak out 
against political interference and adhere to strict professional guidelines. 

• Digital Countermeasures: Using decentralized platforms, VPN services, and 
encrypted communication tools to bypass state censorship and access information.  

External (International Community and Bodies): 

• Political Pressure: International bodies like the European Union have applied political 
pressure and used monitoring mechanisms, such as the annual Rule of Law Reports and 
the Media Pluralism Monitor, to highlight risks. 

• Legal Action: The European Commission has initiated infringement procedures and 
legal action (e.g., against Hungary over the Klubrádió case) to enforce EU law and 
standards on media independence. 

• Legislative Action: The EU adopted the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA) to 
establish harmonized legal standards, protect editorial independence, ensure 
transparency of ownership, and safeguard against the use of spyware on journalists. 

• Financial Conditionality: The EU has used the conditionality regulation to link the 
disbursement of EU funds to compliance with the rule of law, creating significant 
financial pressure. 

• Targeted Support and Sanctions: International donors have provided grants and 
emergency funds to support independent and investigative journalism. Some countries 
have explored targeted sanctions regimes against perpetrators of serious human rights 
abuses against media workers. 
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• Diplomatic Pressure: Strong condemnations and diplomatic pressure from key allies 
(e.g., the U.S. government) have proven influential in some specific cases, such as the 
veto of Poland's "Lex TVN".  

Sources: 

https://www.gmfus.org/news/how-eu-can-defend-media-freedom-and-pluralism-hungary-and-
poland#:~:text=In%20recent%20years%2C%20the%20European,from%20the%20transitionin
g%20from%20communism.  

https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/media-
freedom#:~:text=Provide%20safeguards%20against%20the%20unwarranted,services%20fro
m%20outside%20the%20Union.  

https://rm.coe.int/platform-protection-of-journalists-annual-report-
2022/1680a64fe1#:~:text=Page%206%20%E2%96%BADefending%20Press,Cold%20War%20years%2
C%20access%20to  

 

Case Studies: Youth Engagment and Resistance  

 

Scenario 1: What can be done when you disagree with a reform/law?  

“A white dress doesn’t cover the rape” 

In 2016, a woman dressed as a bride covered in blood stained bandages stood in 
front of the Parliament of Lebanon. 

Inside, a committee discussed the abolition of Article 522 a law allowing men to 
avoid punishment for rape if they married their victim. 

Campaigners, led by gender equality and economic development organisation Abaad 
MENA, used a variety of tactics in the following months to highlight the abhorrence 
of the law in highly public places. These included a flash mob at the end of the 
Beirut Marathon and a pop-up prison containing girls in wedding dresses in the 
middle of the city with the slogan “a white dress doesn’t cover the rape.”. 

The supporting campaign video reached 20.8 million views on social media. 
 
Why it worked? 

Many Lebanese people were not aware such a law still existed and the campaigners’ 
choice to play with shock value – the horror of young women in wedding dresses 
covered in blood – helped get the attention of the world’s media. The disgust of the 
Lebanese public, made it almost impossible for policy-makers to then uphold such a 
law. 
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Following this campaign’s success, Tunisia and Jordan amended similar laws, 
showing the power of a powerful, media-friendly, well-executed campaign. 

 
 

Image link: https://i.ytimg.com/vi/a-gKu9yw6eI/hqdefault.jpg  

Source: https://plan-international.org/campaigns/the-worlds-best-youth-campaigns-and-why-
they-worked/      

 

Scenario 2: What can be done when you disagree with your government?  

Chilean feminist groups achieve step towards reproductive freedom 

At the end of August 2017, Chile’s Constitutional Tribunal voted to legalise 
abortion in three instances: when a woman’s life is in danger; when the fetus is not 
viable; or when the pregnancy is the result of rape. Previously it was one of four 
Latin American countries with an outright ban on abortion in any instance. 

This first step towards girls’ and women’s bodily autonomy was achieved with the 
help of 10 girls’ and women’s rights organisations joining together to put pressure 
on decision-makers and advocate for reproductive health and rights. 

One of the groups, MILES Chile created shocking and powerful videos to get their 
message across, highlighting the danger of unsafe abortions likely to continue 
without the law change. 
 
Why it worked? 
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Chilean feminist groups joined together to push for law change showing the power 
of collaboration. 

They were spurred into action with the support and encouragement of the country’s 
first female president, Michelle Bachelet, who held office until 2018. 

When women are in power they are often more likely to champion girls and 
women’s issues. However, reproductive rights continue to be a contentious and 
emotive issue across the globe.  

 

Image Link: https://i.ytimg.com/vi/Lw8SFhOvEYU/hqdefault.jpg  

Source:https://plan-international.org/campaigns/the-worlds-best-youth-campaigns-and-why-
they-worked/     

 

Scenario 3: What can you do when you want to improve the legal rights, security and 
safety of individuals/groups in your society?  

Youth for change Bangladesh against harassment on public transport 

Youth for Change (YfC) were inspired to campaign against sexual harassment and gender-
based violence on public transport, after the rape and murder of a law student named Rupa 
Khatun on a bus in Dhaka in late 2017. 

News of the attack circulated on social media, leading YfC to capitalise on the conversation. 
The group conducted an online survey finding that 100% of female respondents had 
experienced sexual harassment on public transport at least once in their lives. 
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“We took the data and approached the President of Child Rights Caucus of the National 
Parliament and the National Human Rights Commission,” says the group’s co-founder, Sifat. 

“Dialogues held in Dhaka and Bharishal (region of Bangladesh where the majority of people 
use waterways to travel to the capital) ultimately led to a separate deck and toilets for female 
passengers on city boats,” says Sifat. 

The group printed and shared stickers for public transport with a toll-free helpline number for 
sexual harassment complaints, which could eventually be found all over the country in schools, 
on transport and in workplaces. The initiative was later taken on by the Bangladeshi 
government. 
 
Why it worked: 

YfC sprung into action when sexual harassment and violence was trending in the media and 
took the opportunity to plan a multifaceted campaign. 

The group used social media to involve Bangladeshi women and validate their experiences of 
harassment. Public dialogues with policymakers were held at a time where they could not be 
seen to dismiss the issue after such a violent attack, and achieved meaningful change. 

In addition, understanding how important male allies are for gender equality, the group made a 
video encouraging men to speak out against harassment when they see it, which was shared 
widely and won a national award. 

Source: https://plan-international.org/campaigns/the-worlds-best-youth-campaigns-and-why-
they-worked/   

 

Quick Quiz: Strategies of engagement: Enhancing democratic life    

Multiple Choice Questions 
1. Which of the following is considered a formal or institutionalized mechanism for 

political engagement? 

• A) Boycotting a product 

• B) Participating in a community clean-up program 

• C) Signing an online petition 

• D) Voting in an election 

2. Which activity is an example of an informal political engagement mechanism? 

• A) Writing to an MP/representative through an official channel 

• B) Being a member of a political party 
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• C) Taking part in a demonstration or protest 

• D) Standing for public office 

3. Which form of engagement is primarily concerned with giving personal time and 
energy to address immediate community needs, rather than directly influencing 
government policy? 

• A) Political Involvement 

• B) Advocacy 

• C) Direct Service (e.g., volunteering at a food bank) 

• D) Community Research 

4. How has the use of social media influenced democratic participation? 

• A) It has completely replaced the need for offline participation. 

• B) It has limited political dialogue to a "virtual" sphere, reducing real-world 
impact. 

• C) It can facilitate political discussions and is associated with both online 
and offline participation forms. 

• D) It only leads to "slacktivism" and offers no real influence. 

5. Which strategy helps citizens hold their elected officials accountable between 
elections? 

• A) Waiting until the next general election to express views. 

• B) Relying solely on automated government responses. 

• C) Contacting a local councillor or relevant official directly to make 
representations and receiving a response. 

• D) Concentrating power among a few elites.  

True/False Questions 
1. True or False: Elections are the only opportunity for citizens to influence decisions in 

a real democracy. 

• Answer: False 

2. True or False: Political discussions, both online and in-person, are considered a form 
of participation in public life. 
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• Answer: True 

3. True or False: A key strategy for local government engagement involves providing 
mechanisms for individuals to suggest topics for scrutiny. 

• Answer: True  

Short Answer Questions 
1. Name two common forms of civic participation, as mentioned in public health 

guidance. 

• Answer: Volunteering, participating in group activities, and community 
gardening are examples. 

2. What is the primary purpose of civic education in the context of democratic 
engagement? 

• Answer: Civic education helps citizens gain the knowledge and skills 
necessary to understand political issues and participate actively and effectively 
in the democratic process. 

3. Describe one modern digital mechanism that governments or civic associations 
use to promote citizen participation. 

• Answer: They may use online platforms, social media channels, or 
gamification (e.g., games/quizzes) to collect ideas, run surveys, or facilitate 
dialogue.  

 

Sources: https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/POST-PB-0066/POST-PB-
0066.pdf   

https://www.gov.wales/statutory-and-non-statutory-guidance-democracy-within-principal-
councils-public-participation-
html#:~:text=Influencing%20decisions,on%20automated%20responses%20or%20interaction  

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10078085/#:~:text=The%20essence%20of%20part
icipation%20is,giving%20citizens%20control%20over%20participation.  

https://www.scribd.com/presentation/496750466/Lesson-5-Forms-of-Community-
Engagement-That-Contribute-to-Community-Development-Through-Solidarity  

 

Final Reflection (optional/open-ended): 

On completion of this module:  
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• What, if anything, would you do differently to defend your democratic rights and 
norms if you thought they were under threat?  
 

• How would you engage – formally or informally - if you thought such rights/norms 
were being deliberately eroded?   
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