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Abstract: This article examines the relationship between populism, democratic backsliding, autocratization,
polarization, and institutional resilience through a theoretically integrated analysis of the references provided.
Drawing strictly on classic and contemporary scholarship on democracy, democratic transition, illiberalism,
populism, and democratic decline, the study argues that contemporary threats to democracy cannot be
understood as isolated electoral anomalies or temporary crises of representation. Rather, they must be
interpreted as manifestations of deeper tensions within democratic development itself, including unresolved
conflicts between majority rule and liberal restraint, widening gaps between popular sovereignty and institutional
mediation, increasing polarization, and the strategic exploitation of democratic legitimacy by anti-pluralist
political actors (Dahl, 1991; Diamond, 2015; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Mudde, 2022). The article shows that
democratic erosion frequently unfolds from within rather than through overt coups, with elected leaders
weakening norms, undermining accountability, capturing institutions, and delegitimizing opposition while
retaining the language of democratic authorization (Boese & Liihrmann, 2020; Levitsky & Way, 2010; Pappas,
2021). It further argues that cultural backlash, identity conflict, and the restructuring of public discourse under
digital and data-driven conditions intensify this process by increasing susceptibility to populist narratives and
institutional distrust (Inglehart & Norris, 2017; Mounk, 2023; Tufekci, 2014). Methodologically, the article employs
an interpretive qualitative synthesis of the supplied literature. The findings suggest that democracy is endangered
not only by authoritarian ambition but also by democratic fatigue, civic polarization, weak intermediating
institutions, and the normalization of illiberal practices. At the same time, the study identifies sources of
democratic resilience in institutional design, norm maintenance, pluralist culture, and political self-restraint
(Levitsky & Way, 2022; Linz & Stepan, 1996). The article concludes that defending democracy today requires more
than electoral continuity; it requires renewing liberal-democratic commitments, rebuilding trust, reducing
polarization, and strengthening the cultural and institutional foundations of democratic consolidation.
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liberalism.

and autocratization, democratic theory has always
existed in tension with democratic practice. The
references provided for this article collectively
illuminate a central contemporary paradox: democracy
is globally valued, institutionally widespread, and
normatively celebrated, yet it is increasingly fragile,

Introduction: Democracy has long been understood as
one of the most powerful and normatively compelling
forms of political order, yet it has never been a settled
achievement. From classical liberal concerns about
liberty and tyranny to contemporary fears of populism
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vulnerable to internal corrosion, and susceptible to
anti-democratic projects that often arise under
democratic conditions themselves (Dahl, 1991;
Diamond, 2015; Freedom House, 2022; V-Dem
Institute, 2023). This paradox frames the present study.

The last several decades saw a widespread expectation
that democracy, once consolidated, would gradually
become more secure. Huntington’s analysis of the
“third wave” of democratization shaped a generation
of thinking that viewed democratic expansion as
historically significant and broadly durable, even if
unevenly distributed (Huntington, 1991). Diamond’s
work on democratic development and consolidation
similarly reflected an era in which the main theoretical
challenge lay in understanding how newly
democratizing regimes could stabilize institutions,
routinize competition, and prevent reversal (Diamond,
1990). Linz and Stepan’s emphasis on transition and
consolidation also underscored the idea that
democratic endurance could be fostered through
proper institutionalization, political society, civil
society, rule of law, and state functionality (Linz &
Stepan, 1996). In this framework, the principal concern
was whether emerging democracies would
consolidate.

Contemporary scholarship, however, increasingly asks
a different question. Rather than focusing only on
democratization, it asks whether established or
partially consolidated democracies can decay from
within. This shift in emphasis is not merely semantic. It
reflects a transformation in the empirical and
theoretical understanding of regime vulnerability.
Democratic failure is no longer conceived primarily as
sudden overthrow by military intervention or abrupt
authoritarian seizure. Instead, it is often understood as
gradual backsliding, normative corrosion, institutional
capture, and the incremental weakening of pluralist
constraints by actors who claim democratic legitimacy
while eroding democratic substance (Bermeo, 2016;
Boese & Lihrmann, 2020; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018;
Mudde, 2022). This internal mode of democratic
erosion is central to the present article.

The rise of populism is one of the most debated drivers
of this transformation. Yet populism itself remains
conceptually contested. Some scholars treat it
primarily as a thin ideology opposing a morally pure
people to a corrupt elite; others emphasize its style,
discourse, mobilizing logic, or mode of political
representation (Mudde, 2007, Mudde & Rovira
Kaltwasser, 2017; Pappas, 2014). What is common
across many formulations, however, is that populism
claims to restore popular sovereignty against allegedly
distant, captured, or unresponsive institutions. This
claim can appear democratic because it invokes the
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people. But its practical implications often prove anti-
pluralist when the people are treated as singular,
morally unified, and authentically represented only by
one leader or movement. Once opposition is cast as
betrayal and institutional restraint as illegitimate
obstruction, the path opens for majoritarian
domination, delegitimation of dissent, and erosion of
liberal-democratic norms (Mounk, 2018; Mudde, 2022;
Urbinati is absent here, so not cite). The references
supplied provide ample basis for analyzing this
development.

Importantly, populism should not be treated only as a
pathological deviation external to democracy. One of
the most significant insights from the literature is that
populism often emerges from real weaknesses within
democratic orders themselves. Democratic systems
generate  expectations of inclusion, equality,
responsiveness, and voice. When these expectations
are frustrated by technocratic insulation, institutional
paralysis, identity conflict, cultural displacement,
economic insecurity, or elite detachment, resentment
may build against the mediating institutions of liberal
democracy (Inglehart & Norris, 2017; Mounk, 2018;
Norris & Inglehart, 2023). Populism can then present
itself not as anti-democratic but as more truly
democratic than constitutional liberalism. This is one
reason why contemporary democratic decline is so

difficult to confront: anti-liberal politics often
appropriates democratic language.
The literature on democratic recession and

autocratization further shows that contemporary
threats are global, recurrent, and structurally
significant rather than episodic. Reports from Freedom
House, the Economist Intelligence Unit, and the V-Dem
Institute document declines in democratic quality, civic
freedoms, pluralist competition, and institutional
accountability across multiple regions and regime types
(Economist Intelligence Unit, 2020, 2022; Freedom
House, 2020, 2022; V-Dem Institute, 2023). Diamond'’s
interventions on democratic recession and the
continued struggle against populism likewise frame the
present period as one of serious democratic stress
rather than routine fluctuation (Diamond, 2015, 2024).
Yet Levitsky and Way also caution against simplistic
declinism, arguing that narratives of democratic
recession may obscure complexity, variation, and
sources of resilience (Levitsky & Way, 2015). The
tension between these positions is analytically fruitful.
It suggests that democracy today is neither uniformly
collapsing nor securely stable. Rather, it is undergoing
uneven transformation marked by simultaneous
erosion and resistance.

Polarization is another central factor in this process.
McCoy, Rahman, and Somer (2021) analyze
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polarization as part of a global democratic crisis and
show how severe polarization can become pernicious
for democratic polities. Polarization does more than
intensify disagreement. In its more dangerous formes, it
transforms opponents into enemies, undermines
mutual toleration, incentivizes institutional hardball,
and weakens the legitimacy of compromise. This
matters because democracy depends not only on
procedures but on the willingness of actors to accept
loss, respect adversaries, and preserve common
institutional ground. When polarization collapses this
shared ground, democracies may remain formally
competitive while losing the normative structure
necessary for self-government. Levitsky and Ziblatt
(2018) identify mutual toleration and institutional
forbearance as unwritten norms essential to
democratic survival, making polarization a profound
threat when it corrodes both.

At the same time, democracy’s challenges are not only
institutional or ideological. They are also civilizational,
cultural, and communicative. Tocqueville’s reflections
on democracy in America already highlighted the social
conditions of democratic life, including equality,
associations, habits, and the dangers of conformism
within mass society (Tocqueville, 1840). Mill’s defense
of liberty underscored the need to protect individuality,
dissent, and critical reason against tyranny of both
state and majority (Mill, 1859). Lipset examined the
social bases of politics, demonstrating that democracy
is shaped by broader socioeconomic and cultural
conditions (Lipset, 1960). Huntington later introduced
civilizational conflict into the analysis of political order
and global tension (Huntington, 1996). More recently,
Mounk (2023) has focused on identity and power, while
Tufekci (2014) shows how big data, surveillance, and
computational politics transform the public sphere
itself. These works collectively suggest that
democracy’s crisis cannot be reduced to institutions
alone. It involves changes in social integration, political
identity, communication structures, and epistemic
authority.

This article therefore approaches democracy as a
layered political order composed of formal institutions,
normative commitments, cultural preconditions, and
social-communicative  infrastructures. Such an
approach is necessary because the supplied references
span classic democratic theory, democratic
consolidation, competitive authoritarianism, populism,
democratic decline, data-driven politics, and
international democratic monitoring. To treat these
works as isolated subfields would miss their cumulative
significance. Together they reveal that democracy is
not simply a regime type but a complex equilibrium
among liberty, contestation, inclusion, restraint, and
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legitimacy. When that equilibrium  weakens,
democracies may not disappear immediately; instead,
they may hollow out gradually.

The problem addressed by this article is thus threefold.
First, how should the contemporary relationship
between populism and democratic deterioration be
conceptualized? Second, what do the supplied
references suggest about the mechanisms through
which democracies decline from within? Third, under
what conditions can democratic resilience still be
defended or rebuilt? The article answers these
questions through a qualitative interpretive synthesis
of the provided literature.

The literature gap addressed here is not the absence of
scholarship on democracy or populism, which is
abundant, but the need for a deeply integrated account
that connects classical democratic theory with current
analyses of backsliding, polarization, identity conflict,
and digital-public transformation. Much contemporary
debate tends to isolate one cause of democratic
decline, whether populism, economic frustration, elite
failure, institutional weakness, cultural backlash, or
technological change. The references supplied suggest
a more complex picture. Democratic fragility is better
understood as the result of interacting pressures: anti-
pluralist mobilization, institutional erosion, weakening
democratic norms, identity polarization,
communication transformation, and incomplete
democratic consolidation (Boese & Liuhrmann, 2020;
Diamond, 2024; McCoy et al., 2021; Tufekci, 2014; V-
Dem Institute, 2023). This article seeks to present that
integrated perspective.

Accordingly, the aims of this study are fivefold. First, it
seeks to reconstruct the theoretical foundations of
democracy and democratic consolidation from the
classic works in the reference set. Second, it aims to
explain how recent scholarship reconceptualizes
democratic failure as backsliding and autocratization
rather than abrupt collapse. Third, it examines
populism as both a symptom of democratic weakness
and a driver of democratic erosion. Fourth, it analyzes
the roles of polarization, identity conflict, and digital
public transformation in intensifying democratic
vulnerability. Fifth, it identifies sources of democratic
resilience and renewal contained in the literature.

The central argument advanced here is that
contemporary democratic decline is best understood
as an internally mediated process in which democratic
legitimacy is used to weaken democratic substance.
Populism, especially in power, exploits representative
frustration, cultural division, and institutional mistrust
to advance anti-pluralist rule. This process is enabled by
polarization, communicative fragmentation, and
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weakening norms of restraint. Yet democratic decline
is neither inevitable nor uniform. Democracies retain
resilience where institutions remain independent,
political actors preserve restraint, pluralism is valued,
and civil and political societies remain capable of
collective defense (Levitsky & Way, 2022; Linz &
Stepan, 1996). The article’s contribution is to
synthesize these themes into a coherent theoretical
study grounded strictly in the supplied references.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative integrative review
methodology based strictly on the references provided
by the user. No external literature, datasets, websites,
or supplementary sources were added. The article is
therefore constructed as an interpretive and analytical
synthesis of the supplied materials rather than as a
conventional systematic review based on database
retrieval or an empirical statistical study based on
original data collection. The methodological
commitment is to theoretical rigor, textual fidelity, and
conceptual integration.

The choice of a qualitative integrative review is
particularly appropriate because the reference set
spans multiple types of sources and multiple layers of
inquiry. It includes classic books in democratic theory
and liberal thought, foundational works on democratic
transition and consolidation, comparative studies of
populism and competitive authoritarianism,
contemporary articles on democratic recession and
resilience, and major institutional reports on
democratic quality and autocratization (Dahl, 1991;
Diamond, 1990, 2015, 2024; Levitsky & Way, 2010,
2015, 2022; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Linz & Stepan,
1996; Mudde, 2007, 2016, 2022; V-Dem Institute,
2023). It also includes works on identity conflict,
polarization, and the digital transformation of politics
(Inglehart & Norris, 2017; McCoy et al., 2021; Mounk,
2023; Tufekci, 2014). Because the aim of this article is
to generate a publication-ready original study from that
diverse body of scholarship, interpretive synthesis is
methodologically more suitable than narrow screening.

The first step in the methodology involved thematic
classification of the references. The literature was
grouped into six major clusters. The first cluster
consisted of classical and foundational democratic
theory, including Tocqueville (1840), Mill (1859), Dahl
(1991), Lipset (1960), and Huntington (1991, 1996).
These works provide conceptual foundations regarding
liberty, pluralism, democratic criticism, social
preconditions, and macro-historical trajectories. The
second cluster included studies of democratic
transition and consolidation, especially O’'Donnell and
Schmitter (1986), Diamond (1990), and Linz and Stepan
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(1996). These works frame democracy as a contingent
political achievement requiring institutionalization and
supportive political culture. The third cluster focused
on contemporary democratic decline, democratic
recession, and autocratization, including Diamond
(2015, 2024), Freedom House (2020, 2022), the
Economist Intelligence Unit (2020, 2022), the V-Dem
Institute (2023), Bermeo (2016), and Boese and
Ldhrmann (2020). The fourth cluster addressed
populism, illiberalism, and their implications for
democracy, including Mudde (2007, 2016, 2022),
Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser (2017), Mounk (2018),
Pappas (2014, 2021), and Zakaria (2003). The fifth
cluster addressed hybrid regimes, norms, and
democratic resilience, particularly Levitsky and Way
(2010, 2015, 2022) and Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018). The
sixth cluster centered on polarization, culture, identity,
and digital politics, including Inglehart and Norris
(2017), Norris and Inglehart (2023), McCoy et al.
(2021), Mounk (2023), and Tufekci (2014).

The second step involved close conceptual reading.
Each source was examined for its key contribution to
the broad research problem of how democracies
weaken and how they may be defended. Foundational
works were not treated as mere historical background.
Rather, they were read for enduring concepts such as
liberty, pluralism, majority rule, social conditions of
democracy, civic culture, and regime legitimacy.
Contemporary works were read for mechanisms of
erosion such as executive aggrandizement, institutional
capture, polarization, norm breakdown, and anti-
pluralist mobilization. Institutional reports were read as
diagnostic accounts of global democratic trends rather
than as theoretical works, but they were integrated
because they provide a macro-level backdrop for the
scholarly claims about decline and resilience
(Economist Intelligence Unit, 2020, 2022; Freedom
House, 2020, 2022; V-Dem Institute, 2023).

The third step consisted of thematic coding and cross-
textual comparison. Several recurring themes
emerged: democracy as an unfinished and conflict-
prone order; the tension between popular sovereignty
and liberal constraint; democratic decline from within;
populism as both symptom and cause; the role of
identity and cultural backlash; polarization as an
accelerator of democratic erosion; digital
transformation of the public sphere; and resilience
through institutions, norms, and civic commitment.
These themes were not pre-imposed artificially.
Rather, they arose through repeated convergence
across the sources. For instance, concern with
democratic norms and restraint links classical liberal
theory with contemporary work on norm erosion (Mill,
1859; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). Concern with social
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foundations links Lipset’s sociological analysis to
current work on cultural backlash and polarization
(Lipset, 1960; Inglehart & Norris, 2017; McCoy et al.,
2021). Concern with institutional fragility links
transition theory to current analyses of autocratization
(Diamond, 1990; Boese & Liihrmann, 2020).

The fourth methodological step was interpretive
integration. This stage sought to develop a coherent
explanatory framework out of the thematic clusters.
Rather than summarizing each reference one by one,
the article synthesizes them around a broader
argument: that democratic erosion today is best
understood as a process in which electoral legitimacy,
anti-elite rhetoric, institutional distrust, identity
conflict, and communicative transformation interact to
weaken liberal-democratic substance from within. This
argument is interpretive, but it is anchored in the
provided literature. The method therefore balances
fidelity to source material with original analytical
organization.

A central methodological principle of the study is that
concepts must be interpreted relationally. For example,
populism is not analyzed in isolation from democratic
weakness, because the literature suggests that populist
mobilization gains force where institutions appear
unresponsive or delegitimized (Mounk, 2018; Norris &
Inglehart, 2023). Likewise, democratic decline is not
analyzed apart from polarization, because polarization
reduces mutual toleration and opens the way for
institutional hardball (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; McCoy
et al.,, 2021). Similarly, democratic resilience is not
treated merely as a matter of constitutional design,
because the literature consistently points to the
importance of norms, society, and political behavior
(Dahl, 1991; Linz & Stepan, 1996; Levitsky & Way,
2022). The methodological result is a layered analysis
rather than a monocausal one.

The article is interpretivist in epistemological
orientation. It does not assume that democracy can be
understood solely through aggregate indicators or
single-variable explanation. While institutional reports
such as those of Freedom House, the Economist
Intelligence Unit, and V-Dem are valuable, this study
does not treat them as self-sufficient measurements.
Instead, it reads them in conjunction with normative
theory and comparative scholarship. This is important
because democratic quality involves both observable
institutional patterns and contested normative
meanings. A democracy may retain elections yet
weaken in pluralism, liberty, accountability, or
opposition rights. Therefore, conceptual interpretation
remains essential.

At the same time, the methodology is historically
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sensitive. Older works are not presumed outdated
simply because they precede recent developments.
Tocqueville, Mill, Lipset, Dahl, Huntington, O’Donnell
and Schmitter, and Diamond provide frameworks that
continue to illuminate present crises. This historical
layering is a strength rather than a limitation, because
contemporary democratic backsliding is often better
understood when viewed against longstanding
tensions within democratic thought: liberty versus
majority power, equality versus individuality, inclusion
versus stability, participation versus mediation, and
sovereignty versus restraint (Dahl, 1991; Mill, 1859;
Tocqueville, 1840).

The methodology also involves explicit recognition of
source diversity. Some sources are monographs, others
journal articles, and others institutional reports. Their
purposes differ. Monographs often provide broader
theory, journal articles sharper argumentation or case-
oriented conceptualization, and reports trend-level
diagnosis. Rather than forcing them into a single
evidentiary standard, the study uses each according to
its intellectual function. Institutional reports support
claims about global patterns; theoretical works support
claims about concepts and normative structures;
comparative studies support claims about mechanisms
and regime trajectories.

Several limitations accompany this methodological
approach. First, the article is restricted to the provided
references and therefore cannot include other
important works that might refine particular debates.
Second, the analysis is interpretive and synthetic rather
than empirical in a narrow sense. It does not test causal
hypotheses statistically. Third, because the reference
set spans long historical periods and diverse
approaches, not every work speaks directly to every
contemporary question. Some interpretive bridging
was necessary. However, this bridging remains
disciplined and source-based. The article does not
attribute claims to sources that the source list cannot
plausibly support.

The methodological value of the study lies in its
capacity to produce a theoretically rich account of
democracy’s contemporary crisis through internal
dialogue among the supplied texts. By combining
classical democratic theory, transition studies,
comparative authoritarianism, populism scholarship,
institutional reports, and analyses of identity and digital
politics, the method allows for a multidimensional
understanding of democratic backsliding and
resilience. That integrated understanding is the
foundation of the results and discussion that follow.

RESULTS

The thematic synthesis of the provided literature yields
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several major findings concerning the nature of
democratic decline, the role of populism, the
mechanisms of institutional erosion, and the conditions
of democratic resilience. These findings are descriptive
in the sense that they emerge from comparative
interpretation of the referenced works, but they also
carry theoretical significance because they clarify how
contemporary democracy is being transformed.

A first finding is that democracy is best understood not
as a fixed institutional endpoint but as a contingent and
demanding political order whose durability depends on
both formal structures and supporting normes.
Foundational works in the reference set consistently
reject any simplistic view of democracy as merely
electoral procedure. Tocqueville (1840) emphasizes
social habits and associational life, Mill (1859) stresses
liberty and individuality, Lipset (1960) highlights social
bases, and Dahl (1991) treats democracy as inseparable
from contestation, participation, pluralism, and
criticism. Diamond (1990), O’Donnell and Schmitter
(1986), and Linz and Stepan (1996) similarly show that
democratic development and consolidation require
more than institutional design. The result is that
democracy emerges in the literature as a complex
equilibrium sustained by legal, social, cultural, and
behavioral factors.

A second finding is that contemporary democratic
deterioration often occurs through internal erosion
rather than abrupt overthrow. The literature
repeatedly indicates that the current danger is less
likely to take the form of a classic military coup than of
gradual democratic backsliding, executive
aggrandizement, institutional capture, and erosion of
checks and balances carried out by elected or
electorally validated actors (Bermeo, 2016; Boese &
Lihrmann, 2020; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Mudde,
2022; Pappas, 2021). This finding marks a major shift
from older imaginaries of democratic breakdown.
Democracies increasingly decay under the cover of
legality, electoral victory, or anti-elite legitimacy claims.
The erosion is incremental, often normalized, and
therefore harder to mobilize against.

A third finding is that populism plays a dual role in the
democratic crisis: it is both a reaction to democratic
dissatisfaction and a force that may intensify
democratic decay. The literature does not portray
populism simply as external authoritarian invasion.
Mudde (2007) and Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser
(2017) position populism as a recurring political logic
centered on the antagonism between the pure people
and the corrupt elite. Mounk (2018), Pappas (2014,
2021), and Mudde (2022) show that once populist
forces enter power, they often move toward
institutional deconsolidation and anti-pluralist rule. Yet
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the broader literature also suggests that populism gains
support where democratic institutions seem distant,
unresponsive, elitist, or culturally alienating (Inglehart
& Norris, 2017; Norris & Inglehart, 2023). The result is
that populism should be seen as both democratic
symptom and anti-democratic catalyst.

A fourth finding is that democratic quality is declining
in substantial parts of the world, although the extent
and interpretation of this decline remain contested.
Reports from Freedom House, the Economist
Intelligence Unit, and the V-Dem Institute all indicate
weakening  democratic  conditions,  expanding
authoritarian influence, or intensified autocratization
across recent years (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2020,
2022; Freedom House, 2020, 2022; V-Dem Institute,
2023). Diamond (2015, 2024) likewise frames the
present period as one of democratic recession and
struggle. However, Levitsky and Way (2015) caution
that narratives of recession can overstate uniformity
and obscure complexity. The combined result is not
that democracy is universally collapsing, but that
democratic stress is widespread, empirically visible,
and serious enough to require renewed theoretical and
political attention.

A fifth finding is that liberal institutions are especially
vulnerable when anti-pluralist actors use democratic
mandates to weaken constraints from within. Zakaria’s
concern with illiberal democracy anticipated this
problem by showing that elections alone do not
guarantee liberty or constitutionalism (Zakaria, 2003).
Levitsky and Way’s work on competitive
authoritarianism shows how formal democratic
structures can coexist with distorted competition and
weakened opposition (Levitsky & Way, 2010). Levitsky
and Ziblatt (2018) demonstrate that democratic death
can occur when institutions remain formally intact but
are hollowed out by norm violations, gatekeeping
failure, and escalating hardball. Mudde (2022) and
Pappas (2021) reinforce this finding by showing how
populists in power dismantle democratic substance
while claiming popular legitimacy. Thus, one of the
clearest results of the review is that democratic danger
increasingly lies in the manipulation rather than
abolition of democratic forms.

A sixth finding is that democratic decline is deeply tied
to norm erosion. Formal constitutions alone do not
preserve democracy if actors cease to observe
unwritten restraints. Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018)
identify mutual toleration and institutional forbearance
as crucial democratic norms. McCoy et al. (2021) show
how polarization undermines these norms by
transforming adversaries into existential enemies. Dahl
(1991) and Mill (1859), in different ways, also imply that
democracy requires a culture capable of sustaining
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disagreement without domination. The result is that
democratic fragility cannot be measured only through
legal change; it must also be assessed through shifts in
political behavior, public rhetoric, and elite conduct.

A seventh finding is that polarization is a central
accelerator of democratic erosion. McCoy et al. (2021)
describe polarization as part of a global democratic
crisis with pernicious consequences for democratic
polities. Once polarization becomes affective and
identity-centered, compromise is treated as betrayal,
opposition as illegitimate, and institutional losses as
intolerable. This finding aligns with the concern of
Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) that democratic systems
break down when actors abandon the willingness to
lose temporarily within accepted rules. Polarization
destabilizes that willingness. It also creates fertile
ground for populist leaders who promise moral clarity,
unity against enemies, and decisive action against
allegedly corrupted institutions (Mudde, 2016; Mounk,
2018).

An eighth finding is that cultural backlash and identity
conflict significantly shape the current democratic
crisis. Inglehart and Norris (2017), and later Norris and
Inglehart (2023), argue that authoritarian populism is
linked not only to economic grievance but to backlash
against social and cultural change. Mounk (2023)
further emphasizes the role of ideas, power, and
identity in shaping contemporary political conflict.
Huntington’s work on civilization, though conceptually
different and earlier, also suggests that large-scale
identity frames can structure political antagonism
(Huntington, 1996). The result is that contemporary
democratic vulnerability cannot be understood solely
through institutions or economic stress. Cultural and
identity anxieties are central drivers of anti-pluralist
politics.

A ninth finding is that the digital transformation of
public life has intensified democratic vulnerability by
reshaping political communication, surveillance, and
mass mobilization. Tufekci (2014) shows how big data,
surveillance, and computational politics change the
nature of the public sphere. This finding matters
because democracy depends not only on formal
institutions but on the conditions under which citizens
receive information, form judgments, and organize
politically. The digital environment can democratize
voice, but it can also fragment publics, intensify
manipulation, personalize propaganda, and reduce
transparency in agenda-setting and persuasion.
Although the reference set does not offer a full digital-
democracy literature, Tufekci’s contribution strongly
suggests that technological mediation is now part of
democracy’s structural problem.
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A tenth finding is that democratic resilience remains
possible but depends on more than optimism. Levitsky
and Way (2022) explicitly emphasize institutions,
norms, and resilience in reversing democratic decline.
Linz and Stepan (1996) earlier stressed the importance
of consolidated institutions and supportive societal
arenas. Diamond (1990) connected democratic
development to consolidation, while Dahl (1991) linked
democracy to a broader culture of criticism and
pluralism. The cumulative result is that resilience
depends on multiple reinforcing factors: independent
institutions, a political class willing to respect limits, a
citizenry attached to pluralism, opposition rights, rule
of law, and mediating structures capable of channeling
conflict without existentialization.

An eleventh finding is that the line between democracy
and authoritarianism is often blurred by hybrid regimes
and institutional mimicry. Levitsky and Way (2010)
show that competitive authoritarianism occupies a
space in which formal democratic institutions exist but
incumbents violate them so systematically that the
regime ceases to be genuinely democratic. This finding
is important because it reveals how democratic decline
may proceed without full regime transformation at
first. A system may remain electorally active while
becoming substantively unfair, coercive, or
exclusionary. Such hybridity complicates both scholarly
classification and political response.

Atwelfth finding is that democracy’s crisis is cumulative
rather than monocausal. No single reference in the set
claims that populism alone explains everything, nor
that economics, identity, polarization, or technology

alone determines democratic fate. Instead, the
literature  converges on a multidimensional
understanding.  Populism  exploits  polarization.

Polarization is intensified by identity conflict. Identity
conflict is amplified by communicative fragmentation.
Institutional weakness allows anti-pluralist actors to
exploit democratic mandates. Norm erosion removes
informal restraints. The cumulative result is a
democracy that may remain procedurally active but
substantively weakened. This multidimensional finding
is one of the strongest outcomes of the review.

Taken together, these results indicate that democracy
today faces a historically distinctive form of danger:
internally authorized illiberalism. This danger is not
fully captured by older models of sudden breakdown. It
is also not reducible to temporary political turbulence.
Rather, it reflects a long-form erosion in which

democratic legitimacy, cultural backlash, populist
mobilization, technological transformation, and
institutional weakness interact to undermine

democratic quality from within (Boese & Lihrmann,
2020; Diamond, 2024; Freedom House, 2022; Levitsky
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& Ziblatt, 2018; McCoy et al., 2021; Mudde, 2022; V-
Dem Institute, 2023).

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study invite a deeper theoretical
reflection on what democracy is, why it weakens, and
what its current crisis reveals about the structure of
modern politics. If the results section established
recurring patterns across the provided literature, the
discussion must explain their significance and interpret
their broader implications.

The first major implication is that democracy’s present
crisis is not an external interruption of an otherwise
stable order. It is, rather, an expression of tensions
internal to democratic life itself. Democracy rests on a
difficult balance between popular rule and institutional
restraint, between majority power and minority
protection, between responsiveness and stability,
between passion and procedure. Classical democratic
thinkers recognized these tensions long before
contemporary populism. Tocqueville worried about the
tyranny of the majority and the social pressures of
democratic conformity (Tocqueville, 1840). Mill
defended liberty precisely because democratic
societies could suppress individuality through social
power, not only through law (Mill, 1859). Dahl later
emphasized that democracy requires pluralism and
criticism, not just majoritarian authorization (Dahl,
1991). Contemporary populism becomes intelligible in
this light: it radicalizes the democratic principle of
popular sovereignty while stripping away the pluralist
and liberal conditions that make democracy
sustainable.

This leads to the second implication: populism should
be understood neither as purely anti-democratic nor as
simply a corrective to elite failure. It is both more and
less than either characterization. Populism is
democratic in the sense that it invokes the people,
denounces oligarchic distance, and demands
responsiveness. Yet it becomes anti-democratic when
it denies the legitimacy of pluralism, opposition, and
institutional mediation. Mudde’s conceptualization of
populism as a people-versus-elite logic helps clarify this
ambivalence (Mudde, 2007; Mudde & Rovira
Kaltwasser, 2017). Mounk (2018) and Pappas (2021)
show how this ambivalence becomes dangerous in
power, where populist actors often claim that since
they embody the people, any institutional limit is
illegitimate by definition. The challenge for democratic
theory, then, is not simply to condemn populism but to
explain why its democratic rhetoric becomes
authoritarian in practice.

A third implication concerns the inadequacy of purely
procedural definitions of democracy. Electoral
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continuity alone cannot serve as sufficient evidence of
democratic health. Zakaria’s warning about illiberal
democracy already made this clear by distinguishing
elections from constitutional liberty and liberal
restraint (Zakaria, 2003). Levitsky and Way’s work on
competitive authoritarianism shows how institutions
can persist formally while fairness and accountability
erode substantively (Levitsky & Way, 2010). The
monitoring reports in the reference set reinforce this
insight by focusing on broader democratic quality, not
only electoral occurrence (Economist Intelligence Unit,
2020, 2022; Freedom House, 2020, 2022; V-Dem
Institute, 2023). This implies that democracy must be
judged as a complex normative-institutional order
rather than as an event of periodic voting.

A fourth implication is that democratic erosion is often
socially normalized before it is institutionally
completed. This is one of the reasons contemporary
backsliding is so difficult to resist. When democratic
decline comes through tanks, suspension of
constitutions, or overt one-party rule, the threat is
visible. But when it arrives through attacks on the
media, delegitimation of judges, manipulation of
administrative rules, rhetorical war against opposition,
politicization of institutions, or use of emergency
language for partisan purposes, each individual step
may appear manageable or temporary. Levitsky and
Ziblatt (2018) are especially important here because
they show how democracies die in increments. Boese
and Liihrmann (2020) similarly highlight the impacts of
populism on democratic quality through gradual
autocratizing dynamics. The discussion thus suggests
that modern democratic defense requires sensitivity to
process, not just event.

A fifth implication is that polarization is not merely an
unfortunate by-product of democracy but can become
a destructive restructuring of democratic perception.
Democracies require conflict. Indeed, the absence of
contestation would signal a lack of freedom. But there
is a difference between agonistic conflict and
existential polarization. McCoy et al. (2021) show that
polarization becomes dangerous when it produces
pernicious consequences for democratic polities. Once
groups view each other not simply as wrong but as
illegitimate or threatening to the nation itself,
compromise becomes morally suspect and institutional
outcomes become intolerable. This invites democratic
hardball, constitutional opportunism, and justification
for exceptional measures. Populist leaders thrive in
such contexts because they can present themselves as
defenders of the “real people” against internal
enemies. The implication is that polarization is not just
a background variable; it is a mechanism of democratic
deconsolidation.
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A sixth implication is that identity conflict must be
treated as central rather than secondary. Inglehart and
Norris (2017) and Norris and Inglehart (2023) argue
that cultural backlash is critical to understanding
populist authoritarianism. Mounk (2023) similarly
emphasizes ideas and power in identity-centered
politics. These works indicate that democratic
instability today is not driven only by institutional
inefficiency or economic grievance. It also arises from
struggles over belonging, recognition, hierarchy,
historical change, and the symbolic meaning of the
polity. This is particularly important because identity
conflict tends to intensify moralization of politics,
reduce willingness to compromise, and increase
receptivity to exclusionary conceptions of the people.
In such contexts, populism becomes a vessel through
which identity insecurity is translated into political
antagonism.

The seventh implication concerns democratic
consolidation.  Earlier literature often treated
consolidation as the threshold after which democracy
became “the only game in town” (Diamond, 1990; Linz
& Stepan, 1996). The present literature suggests that
consolidation should be understood less as an achieved
status and more as a continuously reproduced practice.
Democracies can deconsolidate. Institutions once
respected can be captured. Norms once stable can
erode. Citizens once attached to democracy can
become ambivalent. This does not invalidate transition
theory, but it requires updating it. Consolidation is not
a finish line; it is a political condition that must be
maintained. Contemporary backsliding reveals that
neglecting this maintenance can be dangerous even in
long-standing democracies.

An eighth implication is that democracy’s crisis is partly
a crisis of mediation. Liberal democracy depends on
institutions that mediate popular will: parties, courts,
legislatures, media, bureaucracies, and constitutional
rules. Populist politics often attacks these mediating
structures as corrupt filters standing between the
people and direct sovereignty. Yet without mediation,
democracy becomes vulnerable to personalized rule,
plebiscitary simplification, and anti-pluralist
majoritarianism. Dahl’s pluralism and Mill’s liberty both
depend on mediated complexity rather than pure
immediacy (Dahl, 1991; Mill, 1859). The erosion of trust
in mediating institutions, then, is not merely a
symptom of democratic dissatisfaction; it is a structural
threat to democracy itself. This is one reason why
populist rhetoric can be so destructive while appearing
emancipatory.

A ninth implication arises from the literature on
competitive authoritarianism and illiberal democracy:
regimes may occupy ambiguous space for extended
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periods. Democracy and authoritarianism are not
always separated by clean boundaries. Levitsky and
Way (2010) show that hybrid regimes may retain
enough democratic form to preserve legitimacy while
restricting enough competition to secure dominance.
Zakaria (2003) shows how liberal content can erode
even where electoral forms remain. This ambiguity
matters politically because citizens, scholars, and
international actors may hesitate to diagnose
democratic decline when procedural shells remain
intact. The defense of democracy therefore requires
not just institutional vigilance but conceptual clarity
about what democracy substantively entails.

A tenth implication is that contemporary democratic
decline is shaped by the transformed public sphere.
Tufekci’s work on big data, surveillance, and
computational politics introduces an essential
dimension into the analysis (Tufekci, 2014). Modern
democratic competition no longer takes place only in
traditional public arenas. It occurs in digital spaces
characterized by algorithmic amplification, behavioral
profiling, rapid information cascades, fragmented
attention, and opacity in influence operations. These
changes intensify existing democratic vulnerabilities.
Populist narratives can spread quickly, polarization can
be reinforced through selective exposure, and
institutional authority can be destabilized by
communicative acceleration. This does not mean
technology determines democratic decline, but it does
mean democracy now operates under altered
epistemic and communicative conditions.

An eleventh implication is that democratic resilience
requires both institutions and democratic character.
Levitsky and Way (2022) emphasize institutions, norms,
and resilience. Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) stress
gatekeeping and restraint. Linz and Stepan (1996)
highlight civil society, political society, rule of law, and
state capacity. Dahl (1991) stresses democratic
criticism and pluralism. Taken together, these works
suggest that resilience is relational. Institutions matter,
but they function well only when political actors and
citizens are willing to treat democracy as more than a
tactical instrument. A constitution cannot save itself if
every actor treats it as a weapon. Resilience therefore
requires normative commitment, not only legal
architecture.

A twelfth implication is that democracy’s defense must
be proactive rather than nostalgic. It is not enough to
invoke past democratic achievements or assume that
historical prestige will preserve contemporary
institutions. Diamond’s recent work on democracy’s
struggle against populism suggests that the challenge is
ongoing and active, not merely commemorative
(Diamond, 2024). Freedom House, the Economist
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Intelligence Unit, and V-Dem all indicate that current
conditions demand response rather than reassurance
(Economist Intelligence Unit, 2022; Freedom House,
2022; V-Dem Institute, 2023). Proactive defense
includes renewing public trust, reducing polarization,
strengthening  accountability, defending media
independence, rebuilding intermediary institutions,
and reasserting pluralist norms.

A thirteenth implication is that anti-populist
democratic response must avoid reproducing the very
detachment that fuels populist appeal. This is a delicate
point. If defenders of democracy respond to populism
only with technocratic dismissal or moral superiority,
they may deepen democratic alienation. The literature
suggests that populism often exploits real democratic
deficiencies, including representation gaps, elite
insulation, and cultural exclusion (Inglehart & Norris,
2017, Mounk, 2018; Norris & Inglehart, 2023).
Therefore, democratic defense must be self-critical. It
must protect liberal institutions while also addressing
the conditions that make anti-pluralist mobilization
compelling. Otherwise, institutional defense risks
appearing as defense of status quo privilege rather
than defense of pluralistic self-government.

This brings us to a fourteenth implication: democracy
must be reconceived as a culture of bounded conflict.
Modern democracies cannot eliminate disagreement,
nor should they. Their task is to organize conflict in
ways that preserve coexistence, opposition legitimacy,
and reversibility of power. O’Donnell and Schmitter
(1986) showed how uncertain democracies emerge
from negotiated transitions rather than total certainty.
Dahl (1991) conceptualized democracy around
contestation and participation. Levitsky and Ziblatt
(2018) show that democracy survives when conflict
remains bounded by toleration and restraint. Thus,
what is threatened in democratic backsliding is not
merely institutional balance but the deeper idea that
political conflict can occur without total domination.

There are limitations to the present study. Because the
article is restricted to the provided references, it cannot
incorporate all relevant debates or case-specific
evidence. The analysis is theoretical and synthetic
rather than empirically case-driven. It emphasizes
conceptual integration over detailed national
comparison. The inclusion of institutional reports
alongside theory and books also means that evidentiary
forms are heterogeneous. Nevertheless, this
heterogeneity is also a strength, because democracy’s
crisis is itself multifaceted and cannot be captured by
one genre of scholarship alone.

Future research can build on this study in several
directions. Comparative empirical work could further

International Journal Of History And Political Sciences

examine how populists in power use legalism,
polarization, and institutional capture differently
across contexts. Studies could also investigate how
digital public structures interact with democratic
backsliding beyond what the present reference set
allows. Additional work is needed on democratic
resilience, especially how institutions recover after
norm erosion and how civic cultures can be rebuilt after
prolonged polarization. Finally, research might explore
the relationship between identity conflict and
democratic reconstruction, asking how pluralistic
belonging can be renewed under conditions of deep
division.

The deepest theoretical conclusion emerging from this
discussion is that democracy’s present crisis is not a
temporary malfunction but a struggle over the meaning
of democracy itself. Is democracy simply the rule of an
electoral majority? Is it the unfiltered will of the
people? Or is it a system of pluralistic, rights-protecting,
norm-bound self-government in which no actor is
allowed to monopolize the nation? The supplied
literature overwhelmingly supports the latter
conception, even when recognizing the appeal of the
former. Democracy survives not when the people are
mythologized as one voice, but when political
institutions and culture allow many voices to contest
power without extinguishing one another (Dahl, 1991;
Diamond, 2024; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Mill, 1859).

CONCLUSION

This article has argued that the contemporary crisis of
democracy is best understood as a process of internal
erosion in which populist mobilization, anti-pluralist
politics, polarization, institutional weakening, and
changing communicative environments combine to
reduce democratic quality from within. Drawing strictly
on the supplied references, the study demonstrates
that democracy is not simply a procedural regime of
elections, but a complex order requiring liberty,
pluralism, restraint, criticism, mediating institutions,
and supportive civic norms (Dahl, 1991; Mill, 1859;
Tocqueville, 1840).

The literature reviewed shows that the dominant
contemporary threat is rarely sudden authoritarian
overthrow. Instead, it is democratic backsliding
conducted under the banner of representation,
sovereignty, or anti-elite renewal. Populism, especially
in power, frequently delegitimizes opposition, weakens
accountability institutions, and presents constraints on
executive rule as betrayal of the people (Mudde, 2022;
Pappas, 2021). This is made possible by deeper
structural conditions, including cultural backlash,
identity conflict, severe polarization, declining trust in
intermediary institutions, and transformations in the
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public sphere under digital and computational politics
(Inglehart & Norris, 2017; McCoy et al., 2021; Mounk,
2023; Tufekci, 2014).

At the same time, the study also finds that democratic
decline is neither uniform nor irreversible. The
literature on resilience, consolidation, norms, and
institutions indicates that democracies retain defensive
capacity when constitutional safeguards remain
meaningful, opposition remains legitimate, public
commitment to pluralism is strong, and political actors
observe both formal rules and unwritten restraints
(Levitsky & Way, 2022; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Linz &
Stepan, 1996). The defense of democracy therefore
requires more than alarm. It requires institutional
repair, cultural renewal, and renewed commitment to
the idea that democratic disagreement must remain
bounded by mutual recognition and liberty.

The central conclusion of this article is that
democracy’s present vulnerability stems from a
dangerous fusion of majoritarian rhetoric with anti-
liberal practice. Populist leaders and movements often
claim democratic authenticity precisely while
dismantling the pluralist and constitutional conditions
that make democracy possible. To resist this tendency,
democracies must recover a substantive understanding
of themselves: not as mechanisms for unrestrained
majority rule, but as political orders in which freedom,
opposition, accountability, and coexistence are
protected even amid deep conflict.

In this sense, the future of democracy depends less on
whether elections continue to occur and more on
whether democratic societies can preserve the moral
and institutional architecture that prevents electoral
victory from becoming a license for domination. The
literature reviewed here suggests that this task is
difficult but not impossible. Democracy remains fragile,
but its fragility is also a reminder that it is always a
project of maintenance, defense, and renewal rather
than a settled inheritance.
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