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RED SPINEL 

TRAINING EXPERTS/PROFESSIONALS 

 

Intro screen: 

 

In recent years, liberal democracy, once considered the stable foundation of many societies, has come 
under increasing scrutiny and contestation. Across Europe and beyond, we are witnessing a surge in 
authoritarian rhetoric, changes in how we define civil liberties, strategic use of misinformation and a 
growing questioning and hostility towards pluralism. Whether you are a teacher navigating politically 
charged classrooms in your daily practice, a journalist facing new forms of pressure, a civil servant 
encountering legal ambiguity or a member of an NGO defending human rights, these changes are not 
abstract to you, they are already shaping the environments in which you work. This online training is 
designed to help professionals better understand the current wave of democratic backsliding and how 
dissensus over liberal democracy can become harmful. Through a series of three short modules, we 
explore how democratic norms are challenged, by whom, and to what end, and the instruments to 
distinguish between legitimate political disagreements and forms of dissensus that dismantle 
democratic principles. You will engage with real-world cases, develop critical perspectives on 
misinformation, and gain insight into how narratives are weaponised against the rule of law, 
independent media, minority rights, and institutional checks and balances. The aim is to help you 
respond and act in your workplace, in your community, or in your civic practices.  

Goals:  

- Understand how the foundations of democracy are challenged and how you can flag this  
- Understand what the global risks are. 
- Understand the pathways of contestation and what citizens can do if interested or compelled 

to respond.  
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Next screen: 

 

Please read the following article: AI ‘Candidate’ Proposed for Albania Mayoral Election:  

https://balkaninsight.com/2025/10/13/ai-candidate-proposed-for-albania-mayoral-election/ 

Use questions:   

                            To which purpose would an actor use this? What are the dangers?  

……………………….How would you respond to such a proposal and why? 

(individual reflection) 

 

 

 

Next screen>>>> 

Part 1: Contesting procedures and norms in liberal democracy 

Learning objectives 

By the end of this module, participants will: 

• Understand liberal democracy as both a procedural system (focused on institutions such as 
elections, parliaments, and legal frameworks) and a substantive system (rooted in 
fundamental rights, pluralism, and liberal values). 

• Be able to recognise illiberal practices, including those that strategically exploit democratic 
procedures to erode democratic norms. 

• Define the concept of contestation and distinguish between legitimate, democratic dissent 
and forms of contestation that threaten democratic integrity. 

 

Next screen>>>> 

 

 

Democracy is not just about procedures like elections or parliamentary votes. It also requires a 
shared commitment to norms and values, such as pluralism, tolerance, accountability, and the 
protection of individual and minority rights. This distinction between procedural and substantive 
democracy is crucial. 

In contemporary Europe, democratic backsliding often does not occur through outright coups or the 
abolition of elections. Instead, we increasingly see governments and actors using democratic 
mechanisms, like elections or legislation, to concentrate power, marginalise opposition, and 
dismantle checks and balances. This creates a paradox: democracy without liberalism, or in other 
words, procedural democracy without democratic substance. 

Next screen>>>> 
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A. Contesting core principles of liberal democracy 

Liberal democracy is based on several foundational principles, each of which can be strategically 
contested: 

• Rule of law 
• Separation of powers 
• Fundamental rights (e.g. speech, belief, assembly) 
• Political pluralism 
• Free and fair elections 

When these principles are challenged or undermined, even if basic procedures are maintained, 
democracy becomes increasingly hollow. 

Next screen>>>> 

Case Study 1 

Hungary: A case of eroding liberal norms via constitutional power 

Since 2010, the Hungarian government under Fidesz has leveraged electoral victory into long-term 
structural control. Although elections are held regularly and voter participation remains relatively 
strong, deeper inspection reveals a sustained challenge to liberal democratic norms. 

Key Issues: 

• Constitutional Overhaul: With a two-thirds parliamentary majority, Fidesz rewrote Hungary's 
constitution, curtailing the independence of the judiciary and centralising power. 

• Media Consolidation: Independent outlets have been pushed out or co-opted through 
regulatory pressure and ownership changes, leading to near-total control of the public 
narrative. 

• Civil Society Restrictions: NGOs receiving foreign funding have been labelled 'foreign agents', 
damaging their credibility and operational capacity. 

• Elections Tilted: Electoral laws were redrawn to favour the ruling party, reducing 
competitiveness while keeping the formal electoral process intact. 

 

 

Next screen>>>> 

Tension Between Procedure and Norms: Hungary is often cited as a textbook example of 'illiberal 
democracy'. Elections and institutions remain, but the liberal norms that give them meaning 
pluralism, accountability, rights protection, have been structurally and culturally undermined. 

Underlying Vision: A majoritarian, nationalist understanding of democracy, where the will of the 
majority overrides liberal safeguards intended to protect dissenting or minority voices. 

Next screen>>> 

 

Case Study 2 
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Serbia: A case of elections in the absence of fair conditions 

In Serbia, elections are regularly held, and multiple political parties operate legally. Yet many 
international observers and civil society groups argue that the country falls short of meeting the 
standards of a liberal democracy. 

Key issues: 

• Media landscape: Independent journalism faces intense pressure. Major TV outlets and 
newspapers are closely aligned with the ruling party, reducing voters' access to critical or 
alternative viewpoints. 

• Judicial independence: Courts remain vulnerable to political influence, undermining their 
capacity to act as a check on government power. 

The illusion of procedural normality: While electoral processes are intact on paper, the structural 
conditions that ensure free choice, informed debate, and meaningful competition have deteriorated. 

Why it matters: This example highlights how liberal democracy can be compromised without 
dramatic institutional collapse. The challenge comes not from abolishing democratic structures but 
from making them ineffective or symbolic. 

Next screen>>> 

B. Contesting institutional frameworks 

Beyond national principles, liberal democracy is embedded in a broader institutional architecture, 
both within countries and across Europe. These frameworks are also subject to contestation, often 
framed in terms of national sovereignty, democratic backsliding, or value-based resistance. 

 

National contestation: limited civic space 

Across Europe, NGOs, watchdog organisations, and advocacy groups are facing increased regulation 
and public delegitimisation. 

Hungary and Poland have introduced laws that label NGOs receiving international funding as 'foreign 
agents', often portraying them as destabilising forces. 

This discursive shift reframes civil society as suspicious, rather than as a vital part of democratic life. 

The effect is a shrinking civic space, where dissent is harder to express, organise, and fund. 

Next screen>>> 

Supranational contestation: The EU and rule of law 

Some EU member states have openly challenged the legal authority of European institutions, 
particularly on questions of judicial reform, media freedom, and human rights. 

Poland has clashed with the EU over its judicial reforms, which include forced retirements of judges 
and creation of disciplinary chambers under executive control. 

The EU's conditionality mechanism, tying budget funds to rule-of-law standards, has been criticised 
as overreach by nationalist leaders, despite legal obligations as EU members. 
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This reflects a deeper normative struggle: whether EU membership entails shared values or merely 
economic and political cooperation. 

Next screen>>> 

Please consult the following case study: legal frameworks under strain: The ECHR and migration 
policy 

https://www.euractiv.com/news/council-of-europe-to-rethink-human-rights-rules-on-migration/.  

In Western Europe, debates about the role of the European Convention on Human Rights have 
intensified, especially regarding asylum seekers and migration control. 

The UK, for example, has seen senior political figures propose withdrawing from the ECHR, arguing it 
restricts the country's ability to control its borders and deport migrants. 

These debates reveal a broader contestation: whether international human rights frameworks can or 
should constrain national decision-making in areas seen as politically sensitive. 

Next screen>>>> 

Definition box: What is contestation? 

Contestation refers to the act of challenging or disputing a norm, principle, or institution. In a healthy 
liberal democracy, contestation is a necessary and protected feature, it allows for debate, 
disagreement, and change. 

Next screen>>> 

However, not all forms of contestation are constructive. Some seek to weaken or delegitimise the 
foundations of democracy itself. Key distinctions include: 

Democratic contestation: Peaceful protest, independent journalism, legal appeals, civil discourse. 

Illiberal contestation: Manipulating institutions, attacking independent media, eroding judicial 
autonomy, suppressing civil society. 

Understanding how these forms of contestation differ, and how they operate simultaneously, is 
essential to identifying threats to democratic stability. 

Next screen>>>>> 

Further reading:  

David Stasavage, The Decline and Rise of Democracy A Global History from Antiquity to Today (2025) 

Steven Levitsky Daniel Ziblatt How Democracies Die, What History Reveals About Our Future 

 

Quiz 

 

Multiple choice questions 

1. Which of the following best reflects a procedural feature of democracy? 

A) Legal protection for minorities 
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B) Competitive elections held regularly 

C) Independent press 

D) Freedom of religion 

Correct answer: B 

 

2. How has Hungary's government contested liberal democratic norms? 

A) By abolishing elections 

B) Through judicial independence and media freedom 

C) By rewriting the constitution to centralise power 

D) By joining BRICS 

Correct answer: C 

 

3. What makes Serbia an example of illiberal contestation? 

A) It has abolished its constitution 

B) It bans all political parties 

C) It holds elections without enabling genuine competition 

D) It has become a monarchy again 

Correct answer: C 

 

4. Which example reflects contestation of a supranational framework? 

A) Hungary restricting foreign-funded NGOs 

B) Poland challenging EU court rulings on rule of law 

C) Germany forming a new coalition government 

D) Spain conducting a national referendum 

Correct answer: B 

 

5. What is a sign of shrinking civic space in liberal democracies? 

A) New legislation to expand access to public media 

B) Peaceful protest movements supported by government 

C) NGOs labelled as foreign agents and restricted 

D) Increased civil society funding 
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Correct answer: C 

 

Part 2: From contestation to dissensus (DD) 

Learning objectives: 

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

- Be able to recognise the threshold between contestation and dissensus 
- Understand the typology of dissensus proposed by the Red Spinel project: mild/severe; 

disruptive/destructive 
- Be able to identify the typology of dissensus in real-life contemporary political contexts 

broadly.  
- Be able to distinguish between actors (governments, civil society, movements) and their 

roles in shaping dissensus. 

2.1   Dissensus 

 

Let us return to the context in Hungary. Elections exist, but constitutional reforms tilt the system in 
favour of Fidesz. Since the 2010s, contestations over policies have shifted into a direct challenge to 
liberal democratic norms. By challenging the notion of asylum as a fundamental right or a cornerstone 
of equality within society, the Fidesz government makes the very concept of democracy the object of 
struggle.  

Similarly, in Serbia, where elections occur but under unfair conditions and without media 
independence, the contestations with the Vučić government increasingly raise questions about the 
existence of a genuine democratic competition.  

The cases of Hungary and Serbia outlined above show how liberal democracy has become politicised, 
debated and contested. Across the political spectrum and social debate, it has become a polarising 
issue, as has the question of belonging to the European Union (EU), which is now increasingly framed 
not as a political choice but as an imposition foreign to the "will" of the people. These contestations 
occur at the core of the political system, not its fringe, and they involve governments which initially 
embraced the progressive promises of their liberal democracy.  

 

Next screen>>>> 

To capture the dynamics of eroding liberal democratic practices and devaluing liberal democratic ideas, 
the RED SPINEL project introduces the concept of "dissensus". Dissensus arises when liberal democracy 
itself, its ideals, institutions and practices, becomes the explicit object of political struggle. Rather than 
contesting within the rules of liberal democracy, actors begin to question or reject these rules 
altogether. Dissensus thus encompasses not only disputes over policies but also attacks on the very 
principles, norms and institutions of liberal democracy, often carried out by parties in government as 
well as those at the margins.  

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 
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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."  

Next screen>>> 

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 context in Georgia. In the 2019–2020 debates over electoral reform in Georgia, civil 
society, opposition parties, and international actors pressed the ruling Georgian Dream party to adopt 
a fully proportional electoral system. The disputes centred on questions of timing, fairness, and scope, 
but crucially, all actors continued to work within the recognised legal and institutional frameworks of 
Georgian democracy. What type of dissensus could this be: 

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 who aim to 
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restructure or radically change them. The actors contest its functioning but accept liberal democratic 
norms and principles.  

In the aftermath of the 2015 migration debates, some EU member states, such as Germany and 
Sweden, advocated for relocation quotas and stronger humanitarian protection, while others, 
including Hungary, Poland, and later Italy, resisted, citing concerns over sovereignty and cultural 
identity. Hungary and Poland resisted compulsory redistribution and framed migration as a cultural 
and security threat. The conflict involved actors with goals that were far apart, yet they were still able 
to negotiate through EU and national institutions. What type of dissensus could this be?  

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

 

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.  

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. What type of dissensus is this? 

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

 

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 who seek 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 democratic election 
and replace them with an alternative political order. What type of dissensus is this? 

 

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

 

 

Further reading:  Coman, R., Brack, N. Dissensus over liberal democracy: concept-building and 
typology. Eur Polit Sci 24, 417–437 (2025). https://doi.org/10.1057/s41304-025-00539-3 

 

Quiz:  

1. In Spain, the Catalan independence movement demands a referendum on secession. The 
Spanish government refuses, citing the principle of constitutional unity. Both sides invoke 
democratic language, but one side challenges the very boundaries of the polity. 
 Has this crossed the threshold into dissensus, or does it remain contestation within liberal 
democracy? 

Answer: Dissensus, because the conflict is about the very definition of the polity and the 
principles underpinning democracy, not just policy disputes. 

 

2. In the 2010s, US debates around the Affordable Care Act, Democrats argued that healthcare 
is a democratic obligation and a right, while Republicans rejected the idea as a federal 
overreach. Opponents were far apart, and the discussion was enduring. In more recent years, 
however, proposals to roll back or dismantle core elements of the ACA raised the stakes, 
with some actors actively seeking to adjust policies because they do not see healthcare as a 
democratic right. What type of dynamics is this? 

• A. mild dissensus – severe dissensus 
• B. disruptive dissensus – destructive dissensus 
• C. severe dissensus – destructive dissensus 

 
Answer: C.  the conflict escalated from policy disagreement into a fundamental rejection of 
democracy’s obligations 

 

3. In recent years, Hindu nationalist politics in India (under BJP) have reframed the basis of 
democracy. Instead of secularism and equal protection of minorities, democracy is increasingly 
defined through majoritarian cultural identity. This contests the principles of liberal democracy 
(secularism, minority rights), replacing them with alternative visions of what democracy 
means, though elections and institutions remain in place. What type of dissensus does this 
represent? 

• A. Mild 
• B. Severe 
• C. Disruptive 
• D. Destructive 
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Answer: C. because the conflict targets the principles of liberal democracy, replacing them with a 
majoritarian vision 

 

4. Brexit began as a contestation over EU membership within the framework of liberal 
democratic procedures. Over time, some actors framed EU law itself as illegitimate and 
foreign, challenging the principle of shared sovereignty. Which of the following best captures 
the shift? 

• A.From contestation to mild dissensus 
• B. From mild dissensus to severe dissensus 
• C.From severe dissensus to disruptive dissensus 
• D.From disruptive to destructive dissensus 

Answer: C: severe to disruptive dissensus, since the focus shifted from policy preferences to 
challenging the principle of supranational liberal-democratic integration. 

 

Part 3: Engagement and Strategies for Resilience (GC) 

Learning objectives: 

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

• Ways in which citizens can engage within a liberal democracy 
• How strategies for achieving democratic resilience can be established to ensure that 

fundamental procedural and substantive democratic values are maintained and 
respected. 

Context 

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 
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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  

 
1. How can you engage in democratic life within a liberal democracy?  

Let us first start with the question of engagement within liberal democracies. Here, individuals 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.  

Think about the following before moving to the next slides on general engagement mechanisms 
(and briefly note your answers): 

How do you engage in the democratic processes and practices of your own country? 

What difference do you think your actions make? 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

General engagement mechanisms, acknowledging that each country has its unique features, include 
the following:  

 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. 
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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. 

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. 
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Sources and further reading: https://www.living-democracy.com/; 
https://ethical.net/ethical/digital-tools-democracy-and-activism/  

 

Thinking/Reflection Point: 

Now that you have read through the list of general engagement mechanisms, do you feel you could 
do more as an individual or collectively to engage and challenge non-democratic or autocratic 
tendencies on your own country?   

What are the main constraints and challenges to you doing this and how might they be overcome? 

Optional Further reading (open access article): Lynggaard, J. B., & Boje, T. P. (2025). Civic 
engagement reimagined: The roles of citizenship, civicness, and civility. Journal of Civil Society, 1–18. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17448689.2025.2508191#abstract   

 

2.Using strategies to counteract illiberal practices and embed democratic resilience 

Box X.1 

 

Introduction and Trends  

It is precisely because of the ongoing global trend of democratic subversion and erosion identified in 
section I of this module that many advocates, activists, and policymakers have increasingly sought to 
instigate and implement approaches that strengthen democratic resilience through insulating 
political systems from autocratic tendencies and ultimately, subversive practices.   

What is democratic resilience and why and how should it be embedded?  

Table X.1 provides a basic definition. 
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Box X.2 

 

It is worth noting that the issue of democratic resilience has been problematised further in the 
academic literature beyond the basic definition provided above.  

This provides more specificity to the concept and its utility (i.e. beyond simply ‘democracy 
promotion’) and acknowledges that there are different stages that we can identify: 

a) In the first stage – onset resilience – some democracies are resilient by preventing 
autocratization altogether, meaning they have not experienced substantial or sustained 
declines in democratic qualities (such as Switzerland and Canada).  

b) If onset resilience fails, democracies experience an episode of autocratization. A democracy 
may then exhibit breakdown resilience by avoiding democratic breakdown in the second 
stage (such as South Korea from 2008–2016, and Benin from 2007–2012) 

This two-stage concept, it is argued, allows researchers and observers to assess ‘which democracies 
withstand the forces of autocratization (that is, have high onset resilience…) and which have 
breakdown resilience once autocratization has begun.’ (Boese et al 2021, p.886)  

There is no simple answer to the question of how to combat autocracy – it depends on many factors 
and conditions – and indeed the level and extent to which democratic erosion accelerates. Some 
studies refer to a scale of autocratisation with different types on a continuum – with each type 
having different implications for the challenge to the fundamental principles and norms of liberal 
democracy, but also the types of action that can be taken to combat it (see 
https://commonslibrary.org/the-anti-autocracy-handbook-a-scholars-guide-to-navigating-
democratic-backsliding/)   .  

Indeed, some academic studies conclude that any analysis of contemporary efforts to counter 
backsliding should differentiate between sources of democratic resilience and strategies of 
resistance to recover democratic practices and rights.  

In this context it has been suggested that sources of democratic resilience include:  

Structural or institutional factors that restrain backsliding by making it harder for incumbents to 
concentrate power, or by strengthening the capacity of opponents to block backsliding measures.  

These factors include: 

• highly proportional electoral systems;  
• multiple veto points that distribute power across different institutions;  
• federalism and independent state or local governments;  

‘At its most basic, democratic resilience refers to the ability of a political system to withstand and 
adapt to challenges, threats, and crises without compromising its core principles, institutions, or 
processes. This concept involves maintaining the integrity of democratic governance, including the 
protection of civil liberties, the rule of law, free and fair elections, and political pluralism, even in the 
face of internal or external pressures. There is also a growing recognition that resilience includes the 
ability of political systems to modify their structures and processes to make them more robust – and 
more truly democratic’  

Source: https://europeandemocracyhub.epd.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/How-to-Strengthen-
Democratic-Resilience-Five-Lessons-for-Democratic-Renewal_final.pdf 
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• rules that reinforce the independence of courts;  
• vibrant opposition parties;  
• independent media and civil society actors; and  
• a legacy and social-political repertoire of past reversals of backsliding or authoritarian rule.  

Resistance strategies encompass the sites of contestation, the institutions, and actors' strategies that 
contribute to the defence and continued practice of democracy—and may even forge democratic 
deepening in the wake of intense contestation over its constitutive forms.  

Here opposition political parties and pro-democracy civil society actors have numerous choices in 
relation to resistance strategies: 

• Whether they should adopt institutional or extra-institutional strategies of resistance, such 
as riots or boycotts.  

• Whether to compete individually or form broad, multiparty opposition coalitions. 
• Whether to highlight and politicize the regime cleavage between autocratic and democratic 

forces, or to downplay it, often by focusing on performance, valence issues, and experience.  
• Whether to employ specific narratives, issues, and emotions that would be polarizing, versus 

depolarizing. 

Source: Riedl, Rachel Beatty, et al. "Democratic Backsliding, Resilience, and Resistance." World 
Politics, vol. 77 no. 1, suppl., 2025, p. 151-177. Project MUSE, 
https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/wp.2025.a954440.  

 

What though does such a strategy look like and what do you prioritise over time in order to ensure 
that strategies of resistance and resilience are embedded?  

Table X.4 provides a general road map for immediate, short, medium and longer-term actions for not 
only stopping democratic backsliding but also embedding democratic practices, culture and indeed, 
self-sustaining democratic norms across institutions and society.  

 Box X.3 

 

 

Phase 1: Immediate (0–12 months) 

Goal: Stop democratic backsliding. 

Secure independent electoral commission appointments and funding. 

Pass emergency protections for media freedom (decriminalize defamation, shield journalists). 

Create or reinforce watchdog bodies (audit, ombudsman, human rights commissions) with legal 
autonomy. 

Launch rapid open data initiatives: budgets, procurement contracts, parliamentary votes. 
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Phase 2: Short-Term (1–3 years) 

Goal: Embed checks & participation. 

Reform campaign finance and disclosure rules. 

Introduce civic participation tools (citizens’ assemblies, participatory budgeting in major 
cities). 

Roll out civic & media literacy programs in schools and online. 

Provide grants or legal support for NGOs & community groups monitoring public services. 

 

Phase 3: Medium-Term (3–5 years) 

Goal: Build democratic culture and institutional depth. 

Entrench term limits and judicial independence in the constitution or organic law. 

Strengthen local governments with clear revenue streams and oversight. 

Establish a nonpartisan public broadcaster with guaranteed funding. 

Create a national youth civic service program to engage young people in democracy-
building. 

 

Phase 4: Long-Term (5+ years) 

Goal: Make democratic norms self-sustaining. 

Institutionalize cross-party codes of conduct for respecting election outcomes. 

Make asset declarations routine and publicly accessible for all high officials. 

Develop a culture of inter-group dialogue and compromise through regular forums and 
national campaigns. 

Set up permanent democracy innovation labs to pilot new participatory tools. 
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Quiz on democratic resistance and resilience: 

Section 1: Multiple Choice (Choose one answer) 

1. Which of the following is the most essential safeguard against electoral manipulation? 
A. A strong executive branch 
B. An independent electoral commission 
C. Unlimited campaign donations 
D. Centralized control of voting systems 

2. What is a key benefit of decentralizing government power? 
A. It reduces transparency 
B. It makes decision-making slower 
C. It prevents over-centralization and abuse of authority 
D. It ensures one party can govern smoothly 

3. A free and plural media primarily helps democracy by: 
A. Supporting the ruling party 
B. Providing propaganda to unify the public 
C. Exposing abuses of power and informing citizens 
D. Regulating social media platforms 

4. Which of the following is a hallmark of an illiberal practice? 
A. Independent courts that limit executive power 
B. Criminalizing criticism of political leaders 
C. Public consultations on major legislation 
D. Transparent procurement 

5. Civic education strengthens democracy primarily by: 
A. Teaching obedience to political leaders 
B. Building critical thinking and democratic participation 
C. Reducing public involvement in politics 
D. Promoting only one interpretation of the constitution 

Answer key: 

Section 1: Multiple Choice 

1. B — An independent electoral commission 
2. C — It prevents over-centralization and abuse of authority 
3. C — Exposing abuses of power and informing citizens 
4. B — Criminalizing criticism of political leaders 
5. B — Building critical thinking and democratic participation 

 

 

Section 2: True or False 

6. Judicial independence is essential because it prevents political interference in legal decisions. 
True / False 
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7. Democracies are resilient even without civil society organizations. 
True / False 

8. Open data initiatives help citizens detect corruption and hold leaders accountable. 
True / False 

9. Media freedom is a luxury; democracies can function without it. 
True / False 

10. Democratic resilience depends solely on institutions, not culture or norms. 
True / False 

Answer key: 

Section 2: True or False 

6. True 

7. False — Civil society is essential for monitoring power and enabling participation. 

8. True 

9. False — Media freedom is foundational to transparency and accountability. 

10. False — Democratic culture and norms are as important as institutions. 

 

 

Section 3: Scenario-Based Questions (Short Answer) 

11. A government passes a law restricting NGOs from receiving foreign funding and 
requires heavy registration paperwork. 
 

What democratic principle is being threatened? 

12. A political leader pressures the judiciary to overturn unfavourable rulings. 
 

Name one effective domestic action that could counteract this. 

13. Citizens lack trust in election results due to opaque vote counting. 
 

What reform could improve transparency and confidence? 

14. Local governments cannot raise revenue independently and rely entirely on the 
national executive for funding. 

How does this weaken democratic resilience? 

15. A country faces severe polarization. 
 

Which democratic strengthening tool could help rebuild social cohesion? 
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Answer key: 

Section 3: Scenario-Based Questions (Short Answers) 

Note: wording can vary — here are the key concepts expected. 

11. Threatened principle: 

• Freedom of association 

• Civil society independence 

• Democratic participation 

12. Counteraction: 

• Strengthen judicial independence (secure appointments/funding) 

• Activate oversight bodies (ombudsman, audit office) 

• Uphold constitutional protections through courts 

13. Reform to improve transparency: 

• Open vote-counting procedures 

• Publish detailed results and audits 

• Independent election observers 

• Strengthen the electoral commission 

14. How this weakens resilience: 

• Over-centralizes power 

• Creates political dependency 

• Limits accountability and local responsiveness 

15. Tool to rebuild cohesion: 

• Dialogue and inter-group forums 

• Civic education programs 

• Community-level participation mechanisms 

• Independent public broadcasting 

 

 

Section 4: Optional Reflection Questions (Open-Ended) 

16. In your view, which institution in your country is the most vulnerable to illiberal practices and 
why? 

17. What is one democratic practice you feel citizens take for granted? 
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18. Which reform from the roadmap (electoral integrity, media freedoms, civic education, etc.) do 
you think should be the highest priority today? 

 

Source: Created with the use of ChatGPT. Drawn from the following (non-exhaustive) list of 
references: 

Global Challenges to Democracy: Comparative Perspectives on Backsliding, Autocracy, and 
Resilience (eds. Valerie J. Bunce, Thomas B. Pepinsky, Rachel Beatty Riedl & Kenneth M. Roberts, 
2025) 

How Democracies Die (Steven Levitsky & Daniel Ziblatt, 2018) 

Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age (Benjamin R. Barber, 1984 / 2004) 

The Democracy Playbook: Preventing and Reversing Democratic Backsliding (Brookings Institution, 
2019) 

Paths to Democratic Resilience in an Era of Backsliding (International Foundation for Electoral 
Systems – IFES) 

Democratic Backsliding and Public Administration (eds. Michael W. Bauer, B. Guy Peters, Jon Pierre, 
Kutsal Yesilkagit & Stefan Becker, 2021) 

The Press and Democratic Backsliding (ed. Thomas J. Johnson & Aaron S. Veenstra, 2024) 

Strengthening Participatory Governance Through Resilience and Tech-Enabled Democratic 
Innovations (Journal of Deliberative Democracy, 2021) 
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