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Upfront

Editorial: What Next for Democracy?

ARTHUR MULIRO

The impetus largely driven by western countries to push democratization on other,
ostensibly ‘non democratic’ countries seems to have come to a slow but certain halt and
with this has opened a new season of questioning whether democracy’s moment has
come and gone. With the increasing accommodation of the West to leaders and regimes
that a decade ago might have been considered pariah, a number of scholars and
observers have remarked on the backpedal that has taken place and tried to make sense
of this posture shift.

Some 25 years ago, the world’s previously closed societies were in upheaval as popular
protests rocked streets in the wake of the unravelling of the Soviet Union, the Iron Curtain
countries. Across much of the African continent, long-time dictators were struggling to
hold onto power as the bandwagon of multiparty democracy marched forward. One might
even forgive the triumphalist mood that gripped many academics and commentators at
the time. The epitome of this triumphalism was perhaps best captured by the article that
Fukuyama wrote for The National Interest magazine titled ‘The End of History’. As plural
politics swept aside old dogmas and single-party regimes, liberal democracy was now the
only song in town. As Fukuyama wrote:

‘History … appeared to culminate in liberty: elected governments, individual rights, an
economic system in which capital and labor circulated with relatively modest state oversight.’
(Fukuyama, 2014a)

In much of Africa and Latin America, local and international NGOs, flush with money
from western donors ran democracy programmes aimed at strengthening the founda-
tions of this new edifice. Elections were held, leaders changed and on the surface, things
seemed to be changing. And change they did. It is virtually impossible not to take notice
of the changes that have taken place in all those countries that, 25 years ago, were
classed as ‘undemocratic’ states. Obviously, the quantum and quality of the changes
recorded varies, but what has perhaps left its lasting mark has been not only the
liberalization of politics, but its accompanying twin – the liberalization of markets and
associated exit of the state from the economy in favour of privatization.

With the excitement of the transitions having receded to a background hum and some
reversals having been recorded (notably the Arab Spring that failed to translate its initial
gains into lasting changes – perhaps with the exception of Tunisia), today there is some
concern that democracy has perhaps entered a glacial period.
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Diamond, in his article ‘Facing up to the Demo-
cratic Recession’ remarked:

‘First, there has been a significant and, in fact,
accelerating rate of democratic breakdown. Second,
the quality or stability of democracy has been
declining in a number of large and strategically
important emerging-market countries, which I call
“swing states.” Third, authoritarianism has been
deepening, including in big and strategically impor-
tant countries. And fourth, the established demo-
cracies, beginning with the United States, increas-
ingly seem to be performing poorly and to lack the
will and self-confidence to promote democracy
effectively abroad.’ (Diamond, 2015)

Echoing similar sentiments to cite a few of the
scholars who have weighed in on the subject, Boik
et al. (2015) in their article ‘Rebooting Democracy’,
argued that democracies ‘appear incapable of sol-
ving complex modern problems’. Wilson (2014) in
his article ‘The Age of Frustration’ remarked that
‘democracy in some western societies currently
appears calcified and ineffective, to the extent that
it no longer attracts the interest of a majority of
citizens’. Fukuyama, in some of his more recent
writings, has taken a more reflective look at liberal
democracy and has concluded that if:

‘There has been a single problem facing contem-
porary democracies, whether aspiring or well
established, it has been centered in their failure
to provide the substance of what people want
from government: personal security, shared eco-
nomic growth, and quality of basic public services
like education, health, and infrastructure that
are needed to achieve individual opportunity.’
(Fukuyama, 2014b)

Herein lies the challenge to democracy today. To
the extent that it is unable to find relevance in the
daily struggles of women andmen around the world,
it will be shunned as they seek viable responses to
the problems they face. Indeed, the doyen of modern
Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew is said to have remarked of
democracy as a political system that ‘the ultimate
test of the value of a political system is whether it
helps that society establish conditions that improve
the standard of living for the majority of its people’.

In this regard, we cannot fail to make the
connection of democracy’s current malaise with

the fact that inequality is on the increase in many
of our societies today. Can political democracy,
which is supposedly based on values of egalitar-
ism associated to the ‘one citizen, one vote’
concept, be considered real in the face of eco-
nomic marginalization, social exclusion and sky-
rocketing inequalities?

Today’s liberal state finds itself challenged to
meet the costs of financing those services that
would offer ‘individual opportunity’ to use
Fukuyama’s words. Writing in the New York
Review of Books, Ignatieff summarized an
analytical report by Joseph Stiglitz thus:

‘A polemical but persuasive analysis of this problem
is to be found in the Nobel Prize–winning economist
Joseph Stiglitz’s new white paper for the Roosevelt
Institute. Stiglitz argues that the fiscal crisis of the
liberal state is to be attributed squarely to three
interrelated phenomena: rising income inequality,
money power in politics, and systemic tax avoid-
ance by the superrich and globalized corporations.

As inequality rises, Stiglitz argues, it suppresses
effective demand. Unequal societies hoard wealth
at the upper end instead of spreading consumption
and investment through a broad middle class.
When inequality holds back demand, corporations
sit on large cash hoards, unwilling to invest or
consume. As the rich become ever more ingenious
in avoiding taxes, the cost of carrying the liberal
state falls on a middle class forced to shoulder
the burden alone. It is hyperinequality that is
choking off demand and starving the liberal state.’
(Ignatieff, 2014)

In similar vein but even more blunt, Green writing
in the Logos journal stated:

‘The American polity is foundering in a perfect anti-
democratic storm created by, in combination, a
depth of inequality that appears unyielding to any
prescription and that is maintained by a sclerotic
political system; a state that can be mobilized only
for self-destructive imperial adventures; a danger-
ously irrational subset of the citizenry fed toxic
propaganda by an hypertrophied mass media; and
a financial plutocracy that seems to have out-
reached all possibilities of containment. If this
tendency continues, democracy will become less a
contested terrain and more a land of myth and
legend.’ (Green, 2011)
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Whether it is the economies that are stagnating
or sputtering in the West, or those in Africa that
have been recording phenomenal growth rates
(and giving rise to the recent buzz of an ‘Africa
Rising’), there is a broadly shared concern about
inequality. Indeed, one might argue that if ‘democ-
racy’ was the concern of public intellectuals in the
1990s and through the start of the century, then
today’s concern – and probably for the next few
years – is that of ‘inequality’.

In most liberal democracies, the decline in voter
turnout has been usually shrugged off as inconse-
quential, a hiccup that would nonetheless not
jeopardize the legitimacy of the system. In fact, it is
almost certain that this decline in voter participa-
tion is likely to deepen in the coming years given the
performance of political parties and declining inter-
est in ‘politics as usual’. This decline, it would
appear from emerging research, is directly linked to
the growth in inequalities.

In their paper, Dassonneville and Hooghe (2015)
remarked:

‘Our results indicate that over time, the participa-
tion gap between low and high politically sophis-
ticated citizens has grown wider. Furthermore,
investigating the impact of the abolition of com-
pulsory voting in the Netherlands, we present
suggestive evidence for the expectation that it is
decreasing turnout rates that elicit growing
inequalities. The conclusion therefore has to
be that declining levels of electoral turnout coin-
cide with a stronger stratification pattern, thus
limiting the representativeness of the electoral
process …

The mere observation of increasing inequalities in
turnout is worrisome for the future of representa-
tive democracies. In the normative debate on the
‘one person, one vote’, attention is focused almost
exclusively on the role of geography, race and
electoral districting. But one could make the case
that inequalities that are due to systematic differ-
ences in education level are equally troubling as
they run counter to the basic democratic ethos.’

So those who ‘suffer’ the greatest burdens of an
unequal system are those who do not feel the need
to participate in the political process and thus in
the longer run, damage their own prospects as elite
capture of the political process deepens.

This, to a large extent, is not surprising. In
Africa, as liberal democracy was being rolled out,
there were several challenges as to the relevance of
this model of democracy. True, there was great joy
as the strongmen were forced to capitulate and
adopt democracy – after all, it allowed for new
opportunities for change. But was there any real
choice embedded in the process? Writing more
than 20 years ago in a forceful essay, Ake argued
that it was impossible to have genuine democracy
in Africa without transforming the state to render
it more accessible to its citizens and responsive to
their challenges:

‘The problem of democracy in Africa goes beyond
the transformation of the state. A related aspect
of the problem is the vacuous formalism of demo-
cratic institutions and rights which take on a
special significance in African conditions. Clearly,
freedom of speech is not very meaningful to the
toiling peasant; her access to it is hardly significant
for her. Nor does the right to run for office or to vote
help very much given her total absorption in the
daily struggle for survival. Access to equality before
the law and due process does not help much either
because the judicial system is usually corrupt,
prohibitively expensive, utterly intimidating and
totally alien to the local culture. Access will only
be meaningful and relevant if it entails the removal
of these disabilities. But these disabilities are con-
stantly reproduced and with their reproduction
disempowerment is perpetuated.’ (Ake, 1994)

Prof. Ake was making a fundamental point here
about the quality of the process as opposed to its
ritualistic components – which is where we seem
to have gotten stuck. The democratization process
then, as now, in Africa has been slow, and even
the ‘new’ democrats have been in many instances
reluctant to rethink the structures and institutions
of state. As he puts it, ‘An interesting commentary
on the quality of democratization in Africa is that
the political class, shows no interest, even now, in
transforming the autocratic post-colonial state’.

Clearly, the liberal democratic model is in some
sort of trouble. What next? Can it be rescued from
itself or should we be concerning ourselves with
other models? Broadly speaking, the ‘one size fits
all’ approach has proven to be inadequate to meet
the challenges and needs of different societies
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around the world. Furthermore, the nature of the
global challenges that all countries must face
today – climate change, terror/insecurity, migra-
tion, economic contagion and so on, calls for
responses, which fundamentally are difficult to
reconcile within the democratic process as hitherto
conceptualized. Furthermore, another dimension
of the global challenges is that it is difficult for real
democracy to thrive alongside increasingly unde-
mocratic global institutions. The resistance to
democratizing global economic governance for
instance, imposes national democratic deficits that
maintain the status quo.

There is an increasing recognition that status
quo cannot prevail and that there need to be
changes that will reverse the growing tide against
democracy. The essence of these changes can be
interpreted as those that would restore comfort to
the masses, reduce their pain and offer them
prospects of a decent, if not rosy future. Comment-
ing on the recent (October 2015) general elections
in Poland that saw the populist far right party
claim victory, Roubini pleaded for:

‘Macro and structural economic policies that boost
aggregate demand, job creation and growth, reduce
income and wealth inequality, provide economic
opportunity to the young, and integrate rather than
reject refugees and economic migrants will be
needed. Only bold policies can halt Europe’s slide
toward secular stagnation and nationalist popu-
lism. Timidity of the type witnessed in the past five
years will only increase the risks.

Failure to act decisively now will lead to the
eventual failure of the peaceful, integrated, glo-
balized, supra-national state that is the EU,
and the rise of dystopian nationalist regimes.’
(Roubini, 2015)

It is hard to see such changes unfolding within the
current framework, and without undertaking far
reaching structural changes. It is hard to see such
structural changes being agreed upon in the
absence of genuine democratic spaces. The chal-
lenge that democracy needs to face up to, beyond
the fact that it needs to find relevance and locus in
each space where it is practiced, is that it needs be
infused with meaning – in the sense that citizens
need to be able to know that they can rely on it to

transform their societies, particularly in this
moment when institutions seem to be on the one
hand, either unresponsive to citizen calls for
change, or immobilized and unable to provide
meaningful direction. It is into this breach that
new ‘strongmen’ and populist politicians have
inserted themselves, the former promising order
and the latter just about anything that might
make sense to an electorate that is confused,
sceptical and tired. At the same time, in the West,
misguided analyses of the economic challenges
and the need to retrench and cut spending risk
deepening – as Stiglitz pointed out above – and
creating conditions whereby the viability of the
liberal state is challenged to the point that ‘dysto-
pian regimes’ a-la Roubini take over.

What next for democracy? If the democratic
process is not to be further hollowed out and made
even more meaningless, it is citizens who will have
to rise to the occasion and begin to redefine how to
make it work for them. Any process of rethinking
democracy will of necessity neither be linear, nor
devoid of polemics. And perhaps it should be that
way. We need to first of all take solace in the fact
that today, democracy –warts and all – is the by far
the leading form of government in the world. It may
be imbued with varying degrees of imperfection, but
the imprint is nonetheless that of democracy.

As Diamond tells us:

‘democracy has taken root or at least been embraced
by every major cultural group, not just the societies
of the West with their Protestant traditions. Most
Catholic countries are now democracies, and very
stable ones at that. Democracy has thrived in a
Hindu state, Buddhist states, and a Jewish state.
And many predominantly Muslim countries, such
as Turkey, Bangladesh, Senegal, and Indonesia,
have by now had significant and mainly positive
experience with democracy.’ (Diamond, 2013)

Our challenge today is to begin to return the
‘demos’ to democracy. This means that the process
needs to go ‘beyond abstract political rights and
takes concrete economic and social rights ser-
iously’ (Ake, 1994). It must be able to respond to
the demands for greater participation and decision-
making by citizens and not the opposite, where
critical decisions are actually being taken out of
public spaces and away from scrutiny. As Žižek
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puts it, in reference to the secret negotiations
around the TISA (Trade in Services Agreement)
treaty:

‘The key decisions concerning our economy are
negotiated in secrecy, out of our sight, with no
public debate. And such decisions set the coordi-
nates for the unencumbered rule of capital.’
(Žižek, 2014)

Ironically, those individuals who are charged
with leading such negotiations see no need to be
encumbered by the democratic process. This para-
dox is clearly evident in a recent article in The
Independent newspaper in the United Kingdom
where John Hilary, reporting on his interview with
the European Commission’s Commissioner for
Trade, Cecilia Malmström wrote:

‘When put to her, Malmström acknowledged that a
trade deal1 has never inspired such passionate and
widespread opposition. Yet when I asked the trade
commissioner how she could continue her persis-
tent promotion of the deal in the face of such
massive public opposition, her response came back
icy cold: “I do not take my mandate from the
European people.” ’ (Hilary, 2015)

With such an answer, who can blame Mr Hilary
for freaking out? But this is not new – alas, it is
merely a prolongation of a line of thinking that
seems to find an incredible amount of traction in
Brussels. The former Italian Prime Minister, Mario
Monti, himself a former Brussels mandarin, is
quoted as having said:

‘If governments let themselves be fully bound by the
decisions of their parliaments without protecting
their own freedom to act, a break up of Europe
would be a more probable outcome than deeper
integration.’ (Spiegel, 2012)

Mr Monti was put on the defensive for this
comment, and had to clarify his remarks. But the
reality is that markets today have a stronger say
than the ballot box. The ongoing Euro crisis is a
clear indication that today’s leaders have their
choices tailored more to suit the forces of the
market than those of citizens. Markets, supposedly
offer a ‘permanent plebiscite’ as opposed to the
occasional plebiscite of the ballot box. Markets, as
we know, can be quite undemocratic and certainly

have little patience for the niceties and intricacies
of the democratic process.

So, even as millions of citizens in the West
petition and protest against an agreement that
they consider iniquitous, officials remain
unmoved, perhaps even contemptuous and forge
ahead nonetheless. In developing countries, citi-
zens’ cries for essential social services are dealt
with in token fashion as greater heed is paid to
calls for austerity and privatization processes,
which further undermine fragile livelihoods for
the majority. By so ignoring the voice of the
‘demos’, the seeds for struggle are not only planted,
but constantly watered. The forthcoming struggles
will essentially involve returning to the public
space, those processes that have been captured
by private interests. It means rediscovering the
organic nature of society, the symbiotic ties that
bind us all together and finding ways and means to
ensure that processes of decision-making acknowl-
edge the diversity of needs and mediate these in a
manner that is acceptable to the majority.

Much as there might be some worry that we are
about to return to an autocratic age, it would seem
that these fears are misplaced. Even in those
countries that are less free, citizens yearn for the
freedom that democracy and democratic processes
promise. As Prof. Fukuyama puts it:

‘In the realm of ideas, moreover, liberal democracy
still doesn’t have any real competitors. Vladimir
Putin’s Russia and the ayatollahs’ Iran pay homage
to democratic ideals even as they trample them in
practice. Why else bother to hold sham referen-
dums on “self-determination” in eastern Ukraine?
Some radicals in the Middle East may dream of
restoring an Islamist caliphate, but this isn’t the
choice of the vast majority of people living in
Muslim countries.’ (Fukuyama, 2014a)

The dominant forces will certainly not disappear
or reform themselves overnight. If they are chan-
ged, it will be because convinced individuals –

women and men; citizens – decide to engage in
rethinking democracy and providing it with the
content that responds to their needs. It need not
necessarily be a process of raising cudgels and
violent uprisings. Rather, through a prodigious
process of citizen engagement, one that builds on
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their aspirations and that uses the tools, processes
and technologies that are available to animate
popular participation to envisage a different future.
As Diamond reminds us, ‘The best way to democ-
racy is through democracy’ (Diamond, 2013).

This journal issue brings together a number of
articles that showcase experiences with democ-
racy around the world. If anything, the variegated
and empowering nature of the democratic process
is made clear in examples from India, Indonesia,
Colombia, Uganda and South Africa to cite a few.
The authors tackle the problems faced and describe
the various adaptations and experiments engaged

in to try and move the process to the next, higher
level. Not all of the experiences described have a
happy ending, or can be said to be complete. They
nonetheless underscore the ongoing nature of the
need for nurture of the democratic process.
The guest editorial provides a useful bracketing of
the challenges that the practitioners around the
world are facing and challenges us not to throw
out the proverbial baby with the bath water.
Democracy needs rethinking, on that there cannot
be much of a quarrel. It is our hope that this
journal contributes to the ongoing process of
reflection and conversations.

Note
1 The Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) – the controversial treaty currently under negotiation

between the EU and the United States. Over 3.2 million people have signed a petition against this treaty and
hundreds of thousands more participated in demonstrations against it all across Europe.
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