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Democracy occupies a central yet persistently contested position in political theory and political practice.
While commonly understood as a system in which political power derives from the people, democracy has
been interpreted in diverse and often conflicting ways across historical and theoretical traditions. This article
traces the theoretical evolution of democracy from its classical origins in ancient Athens to its modern
representative forms, shaped by the scale and complexity of contemporary societies. It examines the normative
foundations of democracy—popular sovereignty, political equality, consent, and accountability—and the
institutional mechanisms through which these principles are realised, including elections, the rule of law, and
the protection of rights and liberties. The article briefly explores key theoretical distinctions between
procedural or minimalist conceptions of democracy. Democracy, as a contested concept is perceived diversly
by different perspectives. However, despite its strong normative appeal, democracy continues to face enduring
challenges such as political apathy, unequal participation, elite domination, and tensions inherent in majority
rule. These limitations have generated sustained debates and alternative democratic models, notably
participatory and deliberative democracy, aimed at deepening democratic legitimacy. Based on a critical
review of the secondary literature, the article offers a nuanced analysis of democratic theory by engaging with
competing perspectives and contemporary debates. The article argues that democracy is best understood not
as a fixed value or arrangement but as a dynamic and evolving theory, continually reshaped by social struggles,
institutional reforms, and normative debates over freedom, equality, and collective self-government.
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INTRODUCTION

accountability =~ of rulers. These principles are
institutionalised through mechanisms including universal

Democracy occupies a central yet contested place in both
political theory and everyday political practice. Scholars
have long debated its meaning, justification, and normative

value!® 22, Referring broadly to a system of governance in
which political power is derived from the people. The term
originates from the Greek words demos (people) and kratos
(rule), signifying rule by the people rather than by a

monarch or a narrow elite’”. While its classical origins lie
in ancient Athens, where citizens directly participated in
decision-making, modern democracy has largely taken
representative forms to accommodate the scale and

complexity of contemporary societies'?. At its normative
core, democracy rests on principles such as popular
sovereignty, political equality, consent of the governed, and

8

adult franchise, free and fair elections, the rule of law,
separation of powers, and the protection of fundamental
rights and civil liberties. Democracy, therefore, is not
merely a mechanism for selecting leaders but a broader
political framework intended to ensure that government
remains responsive and accountable to citizens.

In contemporary political theory, democracy is understood
both as a procedure and as a value. The substantive
conceptions emphasise political participation, deliberation,
and social inclusion, arguing that democracy must extend
beyond elections to encompass meaningful citizen

engagement in decision-making®® 2°, The Procedural or
minimalist conceptions define democracy primarily in
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terms of competitive electoral processes, most notably
articulated by Joseph Schumpeter, who described
democracy as a method for choosing political leaders
through competition for votes. Despite its widespread
normative appeal, democracy faces persistent challenges,
including political apathy, unequal participation, elite
domination, and the tensions inherent in majority rule.
These limitations have prompted ongoing debates and the
emergence of alternative democratic models such as
participatory and deliberative democracy, which seek to

deepen democratic practice and enhance legitimacy'®.
Consequently, democracy is best understood not as a fixed
institutional arrangement but as a dynamic and evolving
project, continually reshaped by social struggles,
institutional reforms, and normative debates concerning

freedom, equality, and collective self-government??.

This article presents a theoretical evolution of the concept,
a theoretical understanding of the democracy from various
perspectives, and thereafter it discusses the limitations to
democracy and finally highlights the contemporary
debates of the democracy.

DEMOCRACY: EVOLUTION OF THE CONCEPT

The term democracy is derived from the Greek word
démokratia, formed from démos (meaning “the people”)
and kratos (meaning “rule” or “power”), and was coined in

the mid-fifth century BCE?? 2. Historically, democracy is
most commonly associated with the ancient Greek city-
state of Athens during the fifth and sixth centuries BCE.
Athenian democracy represented a remarkable political
innovation in the ancient world, allowing citizens to
participate  directly in  decision-making through
institutions such as the Ecclesia (assembly) and the Boule

(council)*®. This system marked a significant departure
from earlier forms of rule based on heredity or oligarchic
privilege. However, despite its innovative character,
Athenian democracy was highly exclusionary. Political
participation was restricted to free adult male citizens,
while women, slaves, and foreigners were systematically

excluded from the political community’.

Forms of popular participation were not confined to
ancient Greece alone. Elements of collective self-
governance also evolved in the Roman Republic and later
in several medieval European city-states, particularly in

Italy, between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries*® 14,

Although these arrangements did not amount to
democracy in the modern sense, they reflected early
attempts to limit arbitrary power and involve sections of
the population in political decision-making. These
historical experiences laid important foundations for the
later development of democratic ideas and institutions in
the modern era.
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The modern form of representative democracy emerged in
the eighteenth century, most notably through the

American and French Revolutions'? 27, These political
upheavals marked a decisive shift away from absolute
monarchy and hereditary rule towards the principle that
legitimate political authority derives from the consent of
the governed. Representative institutions, written
constitutions, and the protection of civil and political
rights became central features of this new democratic
order. Unlike ancient direct democracy, representative
democracy enabled large populations to participate
indirectly through elected representatives, thereby making

democracy feasible in modern nation-states*2.

By the late nineteenth century, democracy underwent
further transformation with the gradual expansion of the
franchise. Universal manhood suffrage was achieved in
many parts of the world as a result of sustained struggles
by the working classes, anti-slavery movements, and other

marginalized groups demanding political inclusion? 3%,

These developments challenged earlier property-based or
status-based restrictions on voting and redefined
citizenship as a more inclusive political category.

The democratization process continued into the mid-
twentieth century, marked by the extension of political
rights to women and racial minorities. Women’s suffrage
movements across Europe and North America, along with
the civil rights struggles of African Americans in the
United States, played a decisive role in broadening the

democratic electorate and exposing the contradictions

between democratic ideals and social exclusion!® 38 33,

These movements underscored that democracy is not a
static achievement but an ongoing process shaped by social

struggles®.

At its core, democracy rests on the principle that political
authority is accountable to the people, who are the ultimate
source of power. The legitimacy of government thus

depends on its responsiveness to popular will'”.
Consequently, the question of governance in a democracy
is inseparable from the issue of participation, as
meaningful participation ensures both accountability and
the continuous renewal of democratic authority®® 3,

A foundational assumption of democracy is the belief that
all individuals are equally capable of participating in
collective decision-making and that each person has a
legitimate stake in decisions affecting the community as a
whole. This principle rejects hierarchical notions of
political competence and affirms political equality as a core

democratic value'® ?2. Democracy thus rests on the idea
that authority should not be concentrated in the hands of a
few but should emerge from the participation and consent

of the many%.
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At the same time, democratic societies are characterized by
a diversity of opinions, interests, and perspectives on
matters of common concern. Differences arising from
social position, ideology, culture, and lived experience
inevitably shape how individuals perceive public issues.
Rather than viewing such diversity as a problem,
democracy treats it as a normal and even desirable feature
of collective life, recognizing that no single viewpoint can

claim absolute authority or truth!®.

This pluralism of views gives rise to a democratic
commitment to tolerance. Democracy calls for the
acceptance of multiple and even conflicting opinions,
provided they are expressed through peaceful and lawful
means. Tolerance does not imply agreement with all views
but rather a willingness to coexist with disagreement and
to resolve conflicts through dialogue, deliberation, and
institutional procedures rather than coercion?? '°.

To sustain such an environment, democracy guarantees a
range of political freedoms that enable individuals to
articulate and pursue their interests. Fundamental among
these are the freedoms of expression, association, and
movement. Freedom of expression allows citizens to voice
opinions and critique authority; freedom of association
enables collective organization through parties, unions,
and civil society groups; and freedom of movement
facilitates participation in political, social, and economic

life'® 38, Together, these freedoms form the institutional
and normative foundations of democratic participation
and accountability.

PERSPECTIVES OF DEMOCRACY

Democracy has been understood and interpreted through
multiple theoretical perspectives, reflecting differing
assumptions about participation, power, and governance.
Classical ~ democratic  theory  emphasizes  direct
participation by citizens in decision-making, as seen in the
Athenian model, where political engagement was

considered a civic duty’® 7. Liberal democratic
perspectives, by contrast, stress representative institutions,
individual rights, and constitutional limits on power,
prioritizing protection from arbitrary authority?? !0,
Participatory and deliberative theories of democracy argue
that democracy is strengthened when citizens actively
engage in public reasoning and collective deliberation

beyond periodic elections>® !°. Meanwhile, radical and
critical perspectives highlight structural inequalities and
question whether formal political equality can coexist with

social and economic hierarchies’® 8, Together, these
perspectives reveal democracy not as a fixed model but as a
dynamic and contested ideal shaped by historical context,
social struggles, and normative commitments.
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Liberal Perspective of Democracy

Liberal democracy refers to a representative form of
government that developed gradually from the sixteenth
century onwards, particularly in response to resistance

against absolute and arbitrary political power?” 2. Rooted
in liberal political thought, it is founded on the belief that
individuals are free and equal, and that any legitimate
institution of authority must be based on the consent of the

governed®> 0. This emphasis on consent marks a clear
departure from monarchical or authoritarian systems in
which power was justified by divine right or hereditary
privilege.

A central feature of liberal democracy is the principle of
limited government. State power is constrained by
constitutional rules and legal frameworks designed to
protect individual rights and prevent the concentration of
authority. The constitution defines the scope and functions
of government, while the rule of law ensures that both
rulers and citizens are subject to the same legal

standards®®> !9, Institutional arrangements such as the
separation of powers, an independent judiciary, and
systems of checks and balances further safeguard against
the abuse of power by distributing authority among
different branches of government.

Within this framework, governance operates through
representative institutions rather than direct participation
by citizens in everyday decision-making. In a
representative democracy, the people exercise their
political authority indirectly by electing representatives
who act on their behalf in legislative and executive bodies.
These representatives are chosen through regular,
competitive, and popular elections, which serve as a key

mechanism of accountability!® 22, Thus, liberal democracy
combines the ideals of popular sovereignty with
constitutionalism, seeking to balance effective governance
with the protection of individual liberty.

Classical liberal thinkers such as John Locke, John Stuart
Mill, and Montesquieu did not advocate universal
franchise, reflecting the historical and social contexts in
which their ideas emerged. Early liberals were deeply
concerned not only about the concentration of power in
the hands of the state but also about the potential dangers
posed by unchecked popular rule. They feared that the
“tyranny of the masses” could be as oppressive as the

tyranny exercised by an absolute monarch or authoritarian

government®® 2°. As a result, they often supported

restricted forms of participation based on property,

education, or social standing, believing these would

safeguard liberty and rational governance??.
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John Stuart Mill, however, offered a more nuanced and
evolving account of democracy within the liberal tradition.
While he remained skeptical about the political
competence of every individual to govern, Mill strongly
defended representative government as the most
appropriate system for modern societies. For Mill,
representation was not meant to reduce citizens to passive
voters who participated only during elections. Instead, a
representative system should create the widest possible
opportunities for individuals to engage actively in public
life—through local institutions, public discussion, and civic
involvement—thereby fostering political education and

responsibility>’.

The Elitist Perspective on Democracy

Some modern theorists such as elite theorists have
expressed scepticism toward strongly egalitarian or
deliberative models of democracy, particularly in view of
the practical difficulties of mass participation. They
contend that extensive citizen involvement in decision-
making can lead to ill-conceived policies, as political
leaders may resort to demagoguery to mobilise citizens
who are insufficiently informed and driven more by
emotion than by reasoned judgement. Drawing on
empirical studies from the 1950s and 1960s, these theorists
interpret limited political knowledge among citizens not as
a democratic failure but as a normal and predictable
feature of large, complex societies. From this perspective,
widespread political apathy in modern states is not seen as
problematic; rather, it is viewed as a stabilising and even
desirable condition that allows democratic systems to
function efficiently under elite leadership. Elitist theorists
argue that most citizens lack the time, interest, or expertise
to engage meaningfully in political decision-making, and
widespread participation may lead to instability or poor
outcomes. Political engagement, by masses when it occurs,
is often driven by emotions, narrow self-interest, or
susceptibility to demagogues, rather than informed
judgement.

Accordingly, elitist theory prioritizes competent political
leadership over mass participation. Democracy, from this
perspective, is less about popular self-rule and more about
competition among elites for positions of authority.
Citizens’ primary role is to ensure the orderly circulation of
elites through elections, rather than to participate directly

in policymaking”. Ordinary citizens are not expected to
engage in sustained deliberation or possess the knowledge
necessary for complex political decisions; instead, these
responsibilities fall to a relatively small group of trained
leaders.

Joseph Schumpeter’s influential concept of the “democratic
method” exemplifies this approach. He defines democracy
as an institutional mechanism in which leaders compete
for the electorate’s vote, with elections functioning to select
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leadership rather than to express a general will
Schumpeter acknowledges that voters perform a protective
function by preventing gross misrule and removing
incompetent leaders. While citizens do not govern directly,
their ability to withdraw consent acts as a check on elite
power, promoting political stability and restraining abuses
of authority.

Even in this “minimal” conception, democracy retains
significance. It does not ensure enlightened decision-
making or broad popular control, but it provides a
defensive institutional mechanism that limits the most

harmful forms of governance. Through regular,
competitive elections, citizens influence leadership
accountability and contribute indirectly to the

safeguarding of societal interests, reinforcing the elitist
view of democracy as a system of leadership selection

rather than comprehensive popular sovereignty”.
Pluralist View of Democracy

In response to elitist critiques that question the capacity of
ordinary citizens to participate meaningfully in politics,
the interest-group pluralist account seeks to preserve
elements of political equality without assuming a highly
informed or deliberative citizenry. This perspective argues
that democratic politics functions through the interaction
and competition of organized interest groups rather than
through mass participation in comprehensive public

deliberation® ®. Robert Dahl’s early formulation of this
view captures its essence. As he famously argued,
competitive politics often resembles a form of bargaining
in which politicians seek electoral support by responding
to the specific interests of different social groups: farmers
support policies such as price supports, business interests

favor lower corporate taxes, and consumers back
candidates opposed to sales taxes®.

Within this framework, each citizen is understood
primarily as a member of an interest group whose
concerns are closely tied to everyday economic and social
experiences. On such limited and concrete issues, citizens
are presumed to be relatively well informed and motivated
to exert influence. Political elites drawn from these groups
—who share perspectives with their ordinary members—
act as the principal agents in articulating demands and
negotiating outcomes” 45,

Democracy, on this account, is not rule by a unified
majority but governance through shifting coalitions of
minorities. Public policy and law emerge from bargaining
and compromise among competing groups rather than
from collective deliberation on the common good. While
this model restricts the scope of issues on which
individuals participate, it nonetheless aims to ensure a
rough form of equality by allowing citizens to influence
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decisions within clearly defined and manageable domains

of concern® 40,

Socialist View of Democracy

From a Marxist perspective, the state is not a neutral
arbiter but functions primarily as an instrument of the
dominant economic class. Political power is shaped by
underlying relations of production, with state authority
serving to preserve the interests of those controlling
economic resources. As Marx and Engels famously
asserted, “the executive of the modern state is but a
committee for managing the common affairs of the whole
bourgeoisie”. ~ Marxist theorists acknowledge that
parliamentary democracy and electoral competition can
compel governments to respond to working-class demands
through reforms improving wages, working conditions, or
access to services. However, these concessions are limited
and corrective, leaving structural inequalities and capitalist
relations of production intact.

Neo-Marxist ~ perspectives,  particularly =~ Gramscis,
emphasize that bourgeois dominance extends to ideology
and culture, securing consent through education, media,
religion, and popular culture. This ideological control often
individualizes poverty and inequality, framing them as
personal failings rather than systemic issues. Within this
framework, liberal democracy is seen as a political shell
that legitimizes capitalist domination. Formal institutions,
such as elections and parliaments, create the appearance of
popular sovereignty while leaving economic power
structures intact. Yet socialist theorists argue that
democracy can be a pathway to socialism, reconciling
political participation with social and economic equality.
Socialist democracy envisions extensive regulation, public
ownership of key sectors, and provision of universal
welfare, education, and employment, aiming to move
beyond  formal equality =~ toward  substantive
democratization.

Feminist View of Democracy

Feminist theorists critically challenge liberal democratic
theory by questioning its foundational separation of public
and private spheres. Classical liberal thought confines
politics to the public realm of the state, markets, and
formal institutions, while treating the family and domestic
life as apolitical. Feminists argue that this distinction is
neither neutral nor benign, as it renders power relations
within the household invisible and immune from

democratic scrutiny®” 37, The feminist slogan “the
personal is political” captures this insight, highlighting
how family structures, personal relationships, and

everyday experiences are shaped by broader social,

economic, and political forces?!.
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Unequal divisions of labour in the private sphere—
particularly women’s disproportionate responsibility for
unpaid care and domestic work—directly limit women’s
opportunities to participate equally in public and political
life. This interconnection between private and public
inequalities has historical and contemporary political
consequences. Women were systematically excluded from
citizenship and political rights, and even where suffrage
was eventually granted, substantive participation remained
limited. For example, Swiss women obtained federal voting
rights only in 1971, reflecting the deeply gendered nature
of democratic inclusion'®.

Feminist critiques thus expose the limitations of formal
political equality, showing that legal recognition and equal
voting rights do not automatically ensure genuine
participation or influence. Structural barriers—such as
limited access to education, economic resources, and time
—combined with male-centric political institutions,

adversarial debate norms, and exclusionary party practices,

continue to constrain women’s political engagement*® 2°,

Symbolic and ideological barriers further reinforce
marginalisation, portraying politics as a masculine domain
and framing women’s participation as exceptional.
Addressing these gaps requires extending democracy
beyond formal rights to achieve substantive equality.
Feminist theory advocates for gender-sensitive policies,
affirmative action, institutional reforms, and the
reorganisation of political spaces to accommodate diverse

experiences and forms of participation*® 28, By politicising
the private sphere and highlighting everyday power
relations, feminist perspectives expand the meaning of
democracy, emphasizing inclusion, care, and equality as
essential democratic values.

DELIBERATIVE AND PARTICIPATORY
DEMOCRACY

In contemporary political theory, deliberative democracy
has emerged as a significant framework for understanding
democratic practice. Prominent scholars such as David
Miller, J. Dryzek, and Joshua Cohen have contributed

extensively to this approach® 3! 13, Unlike traditional
liberal democracy, which treats decision-making as the
aggregation of pre-existing individual preferences,
deliberative democracy emphasizes the formative role of
discussion in shaping those preferences. In liberal models,
citizens’ interests are assumed to exist prior to political
engagement, and the democratic process merely reconciles

conflicting viewpoints?’.

Deliberative theorists argue that preferences are actively
constructed through political dialogue. Democracy is
therefore less about counting pre-existing choices and
more about collectively arriving at judgements through
reasoned debate. Consensus emerges as the product of
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deliberation, in which participants attempt to persuade one
another using rational arguments and evidence. Exposure
to diverse perspectives allows individuals to critically

examine and revise their positions, transforming interests
and preferences over time® ',

The deliberative model reinvigorates participatory
democracy by centering dialogue and reasoned
engagement. Open discussion allows superior arguments
to emerge, but Habermas (1996)%° notes that this requires
an ‘ideal speech situation’ in which participants are free,
equal, and able to communicate without distortions caused
by power imbalances or social constraints. Challenges
include the potential privileging of certain forms of
knowledge and the difficulty of achieving consensus in
diverse societies.

Participatory democracy extends these ideas by
emphasizing direct citizen involvement in decision-making
rather than reliance on representatives alone. Scholars such
as Carole Pateman argue that participation is inherently
educative, fostering the knowledge, skills, and dispositions

necessary for self-government®®. Engagement cultivates
critical thinking, deliberative capacity, and political
efficacy, thereby strengthening both individuals and the
polity.

However, participatory democracy also raises practical
questions: how can ordinary citizens contribute
meaningfully to complex governance processes? How can
participation be inclusive and not dominated by elites?
And how can participatory practices be institutionalized in
representative  systems? Despite these challenges,
participatory democracy offers a compelling vision of
democracy as an active, ongoing practice that fosters
citizen agency and civic responsibility®® 12,

LIMITATIONS OF DEMOCRACY

While democracy is widely celebrated as a legitimate and
desirable form of governance because of its emphasis on
popular participation, political accountability, and the
protection of fundamental rights, it is also marked by
important structural and normative constraints. One of the
most significant limitations of democratic systems is
majoritarianism, wherein the preferences of the numerical
majority tend to prevail in political decision-making.
Although majority rule is often defended as a practical and
fair mechanism for resolving collective choices, it can, in
practice, result in the systematic marginalisation of
minority groups. When unchecked by constitutional
safeguards, independent institutions, and a robust culture
of rights, majoritarianism may lead to social exclusion,

discrimination, and the neglect of vulnerable or politically

weaker populations??.
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This “tyranny of the majority, as famously warned by
Tocqueville, becomes particularly problematic in plural
and deeply divided societies characterised by ethnic,
religious, linguistic, or cultural diversity. In such contexts,
electoral victories can enable dominant groups to
monopolise state power and shape policies in ways that
reinforce existing hierarchies and inequalities. Rather than
serving as an instrument of inclusion, democracy may then
function as a mechanism that legitimises exclusion under
the guise of popular will. As Sartori (1987) argues,
democracy that relies solely on numerical majorities risks
hollowing out its normative commitment to equality and
justice. Lijpharts (1999) comparative analysis further
demonstrates that majoritarian democratic models often
perform poorly in accommodating diversity, whereas
consensus-oriented arrangements—such as federalism,
proportional representation, and power-sharing—are

better suited to protecting minority interests>>.

Moreover, the problem of majoritarianism is exacerbated
by unequal political participation and socio-economic
disparities. Groups with greater resources, organisational
capacity, or social dominance are better positioned to
influence electoral outcomes and policy agendas, thereby
reinforcing the power of the majority at the expense of
marginalised voices. In such circumstances, formal
political equality through the vote does not translate into
substantive equality in influence or outcomes. This raises
critical questions about the quality of democratic
representation and the extent to which democratic
institutions genuinely reflect the interests of all citizens.

Another critical challenge confronting democratic
governance is the problem of political ignorance and
manipulation. Democratic theory traditionally rests on the
assumption that citizens are reasonably informed and
capable of exercising rational judgement when
participating in political decision-making. This assumption
underpins the normative ideal of popular sovereignty,
where collective choices are expected to reflect informed
preferences oriented toward the public good. In practice,
however, this ideal is often undermined by widespread
political ignorance, uneven access to information, and
significant asymmetries in knowledge and resources
among citizens'® 17,

Empirical studies have repeatedly shown that many
citizens possess limited information about political
institutions, public policies, and the long-term
consequences of political decisions. Rather than engaging
deeply with complex policy debates, voters often rely on
cognitive shortcuts such as party identification,
charismatic leadership, or media cues. While such
heuristics may simplify political choice, they also make
citizens vulnerable to manipulation by political elites and
interest groups. Populist leaders, in particular, frequently
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exploit public discontent and uncertainty through emotive
rhetoric, simplistic solutions, and the construction of
antagonistic narratives that pit “the people” against
perceived elites or minorities. This can erode democratic
deliberation and weaken institutional checks and balances.

The contemporary media environment further intensifies
these challenges. The proliferation of digital media and
social networking platforms has transformed political
communication, enabling rapid dissemination of
information but also of misinformation and
disinformation. Algorithm-driven content, sensationalism,
and partisan media ecosystems often reinforce existing
biases rather than fostering critical reflection. As a result,
public opinion may be shaped less by reasoned debate and
factual accuracy than by emotional appeals, identity-based
narratives, and strategic framing. Galston (2001) warns
that such conditions weaken the civic foundations of
democracy by undermining political knowledge and
informed engagement'”.

Moreover, the increasing complexity of governance in
modern states compounds the problem. Policy issues
related to economic regulation, climate change, public
health, or technological governance are often highly
technical and difficult to communicate in accessible terms.
Political campaigns and media discourse tend to
oversimplify these issues to secure electoral support,
reducing nuanced debates to slogans and binary choices.
While this may enhance short-term mobilisation, it risks
producing policy outcomes that are ill-suited to addressing
long-term collective challenges and may ultimately

undermine democratic legitimacy'°.

Economic inequality constitutes another profound
constraint on the functioning of democracy, exposing the
gap between formal political equality and substantive
political influence. In principle, democratic systems are
grounded in the norm of political equality, most clearly
expressed through universal adult franchise and the idea of
“one person, one vote” In practice, however, vast
disparities in economic resources translate into unequal
capacities to shape political agendas, influence policy
outcomes, and access decision-makers. As a result,
democratic processes often reflect the preferences of
affluent individuals and organised economic interests more

strongly than those of ordinary citizens or marginalised
groups™ 18,

Wealthier actors are able to exercise disproportionate
influence through multiple channels, including campaign
financing, lobbying, control over media platforms, and
access to expert knowledge. Electoral campaigns in many
democracies are increasingly expensive, making political
competition dependent on financial backing and thereby
privileging candidates and parties with access to
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substantial ~resources. This dynamic can distort
representation, as elected officials may become more
responsive to donors, corporations, and organised interest
groups than to the broader electorate. Bartels (2008)
demonstrates that policy outcomes in the United States, for
instance, tend to align more closely with the preferences of
high-income groups, while the views of lower-income

citizens have little independent effect on decision-making®.

The concentration of economic power also shapes the
informational environment of democracy. Media
ownership by large corporate entities can influence the
framing of political issues, set the boundaries of public
debate, and marginalise alternative or dissenting
perspectives. When public discourse is filtered through
commercial and elite interests, democratic deliberation
risks becoming skewed and impoverished. Gilens and

Page’s (2014)'® influential study further reinforces this
concern by showing that average citizens exert minimal
influence over public policy when their preferences diverge
from those of economic elites and organised business
interests, calling into question the extent to which
democratic systems function as genuine governments “by
the people” Moreover, economic inequality affects political
participation itself. Citizens facing poverty, precarious
employment, or social insecurity often lack the time,
resources, and confidence required for sustained political
engagement. This leads to lower levels of participation
among disadvantaged groups, reinforcing a cycle in which
political decisions increasingly reflect the interests of those
already empowered. In this sense, economic inequality not
only distorts outcomes but also undermines the
participatory foundations of democracy.

Institutional inefliciency and delays in decision-making
further limit democracy. Federal or multi-tiered systems
involve negotiation among multiple branches and levels of
government. While these mechanisms ensure checks and
balances, they can slow policy implementation and reduce
responsiveness  in  times of  crisis.  Excessive

bureaucratization may also alienate citizens and weaken
42

governance effectiveness™~.
Finally, democracy struggles to balance freedom and
stability. Open societies are vulnerable to political
polarization, populist movements (that often intends to
create support and consent for the ruling party), and even
authoritarian tendencies if democratic norms are not
deeply entrenched. The need to reconcile competing
interests, ideologies, and identities can lead to political
fragmentation and governance paralysis' "> 3°.

In sum, while democracy provides a framework for
participation, accountability, and rights protection, it is
constrained by majoritarian biases, informational and
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institutional limitations, economic inequalities, and socio-
political fragmentation.

CONTEMPORARY DEBATES IN DEMOCRATIC
THEORY

Democratic theory is not monolithic; it encompasses
multiple debates about the nature, purpose, and limits of
democracy. Scholars examine how democracy negotiates
the tension between equality and liberty, the role of
institutions and civil society, and its responsiveness to

social, economic, and cultural diversityzz’ 38 These debates
also interrogate the challenges of realizing democratic
ideals in pluralistic societies marked by differences in class,

ethnicity, religion, and ideology*®.

Democracy and Difference

One central debate concerns democracy’s capacity to
accommodate difference. In heterogeneous societies,
individuals and groups possess distinct identities, interests,
and values. Traditional liberal democracy emphasizes
formal equality and universal citizenship, often assuming a
homogeneous public sphere in which all voices are equally
heard. Critics argue that such a model may inadequately
recognize marginalized communities, minority cultures, or

non-dominant  perspectives*®.  Deliberative  and

multicultural democratic theorists propose that democracy
should not only tolerate difference but actively
institutionalize representation and protection for diverse
identities. = Mechanisms  such  as  proportional
representation, minority vetoes, or cultural autonomy are
viewed as ways to reconcile collective decision-making

with pluralism®. This debate highlights the tension
between universal democratic principles and the need for
context-specific accommodations in diverse societies.

Representation and Participation

A central concern in democratic theory involves the
interplay between representation and participation.
Representative democracy assumes that elected officials act
as agents of the people, translating public preferences into

policy decisions*!. However, scholars have noted a growing
disconnect between citizens and their representatives,
often manifested in declining voter turnout, political
apathy, and the disproportionate influence of elites®” °.

Participatory democrats argue that effective democracy
requires active citizen engagement beyond periodic
elections, emphasizing mechanisms such as deliberative
forums, citizen assemblies, participatory budgeting, and

community councils*® !°. This debate raises a fundamental
question: should democracy be understood primarily as a
procedural system, focused on elections, institutional rules,
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and formal representation, or as a substantive system,
concerned with the quality of participation, empowerment,

and citizen agency?”? Balancing formal representation
with meaningful participation remains a persistent
challenge, particularly in societies marked by social
inequality, political ~ polarization, or institutional
centralization.

Democracy and Development

Another longstanding debate in democratic theory
concerns the relationship between democracy and
development. Classical modernization theorists suggest
that economic growth, education, and social development
create conditions conducive to stable democracy, with
wealthier and more educated societies better able to sustain

democratic governance®*. Conversely, other scholars argue
that democracy itself can drive development, fostering

accountability, transparency, and policies responsive to
citizens' needs*> 43,

Critics caution, however, that democratic institutions alone
do not guarantee equitable development. Structural
inequalities, corruption, weak institutional capacity, and
elite capture can undermine both the quality of democracy

and developmental outcomes'" 4>, Contemporary debates
emphasize the need for inclusive development, which
balances economic growth with social justice,

environmental  sustainability, and  protection  of
marginalized populations® 43,

In sum, debates in democratic theory highlight the
dynamic and contested nature of democracy. Questions of
representation, participation, and development underscore
that democratic legitimacy depends not only on formal
institutions but also on the inclusiveness of social
processes, the depth of citizen engagement, and the

capacity of governance systems to deliver equitable and

just outcomes®?> 38,

CONCLUSION

Democracy remains one of the most enduring yet
contested forms of political organisation, valued for its
commitment to popular sovereignty, political equality, and
collective self-rule. As both a normative ideal and an
institutional practice, democracy has evolved from its
classical origins into diverse modern forms, adapting to
changing social, economic, and political contexts. Its
widespread global appeal lies in its promise of legitimacy
through consent, accountability of power, and the
protection of individual rights. Yet, as political theorists
have long acknowledged, democracy is neither a flawless
system nor a completed project.

The limitations of democracy have become increasingly
evident in contemporary societies. Persistent inequalities
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in political participation, the influence of economic power
on decision-making, and the dominance of political elites
often undermine the ideal of equal citizenship.
Representative institutions, while necessary in large-scale
polities, frequently produce a distance between citizens
and their representatives, contributing to political apathy
and declining trust. Moreover, majoritarian decision-
making can marginalise minority voices, raising concerns
about exclusion, identity, and justice. The rise of populism,
misinformation, and the erosion of democratic norms
further complicate democratic governance in the twenty-
first century.

These limitations have generated rich contemporary
debates within democratic theory. Elite theorists emphasise
the practical constraints of mass participation and defend
limited citizen involvement as a stabilising force, while
participatory and deliberative democrats argue that
democratic legitimacy depends on active engagement,
public reasoning, and inclusive dialogue. Feminist,
multicultural, and critical theorists have highlighted how
conventional ~democratic frameworks often ignore
structural inequalities related to gender, race, class, and
ethnicity, calling for more inclusive and representative
democratic practices. At the same time, globalisation,
technological change, and transnational governance
challenge the traditional nation-state-centred model of
democracy, prompting debates about democracy beyond
borders.

In conclusion, democracy should be understood not as a
fixed institutional arrangement but as a dynamic and
contested practice shaped by ongoing struggles over power,
representation, and inclusion. Its vitality depends on the
capacity to critically engage with its own shortcomings and
to adapt to new social realities without abandoning its core
normative commitments. The future of democracy lies not
in the absence of disagreement but in the continuous
negotiation of its principles and practices in pursuit of
more just, inclusive, and responsive forms of collective self-
government.
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