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Abstract 
The paper examined democratic decline and its implications on majority rule and 

minority rights across the globe. The debate about democracy and politics of 

exclusion takes on renewed importance as new democracies around the globe 

struggle with issues of representation and governability on the core values of 

democracy, namely, individual freedom, liberty free and fair elections, freedom of 

expression and belief, rule of law, justice and equality. An assessment of trends in 

contemporary time shows that democracy has been on declines in almost all parts 

of the world even the advanced democracies. In light of the above, the paper 

recommends that leaders should be responsive to the wishes of the people and 

provide the dividends of democracy, its view on the impact of democratic 

responsiveness hinges on what politics of exclusion are, their objectives and 

organization. It suggests that except more measures are advanced on the issue of 

representation and popular participation, democracy may lose its flavour with 

time.   
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Introduction 

In August, 2020, Bolivia conducted its presidential election and the incumbent president 

won by landslide victory. The aftermath of the election was accompanied by widespread 

protests of political corruption at the top level. In Beirut, the capital of Lebanon, corrupt 

and incapable political institutions downplayed the threat of stocked pilled ammonium 

which exploded and killed 203 people and left more than 600 wounded. In India, the 
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Hindu nationalist government carried out actions that violated important democratic 

rights. In Hong Kong, prodemocracy protesters stood against Beijing’s influence. In 

Burma, there were severe human right abuses as the dominant ethnic group used its 

influence in the government to crackdown on ethnic minorities which led to the 

displacement of millions. In the United States of America, incessant police brutality against 

people of colour, especially blacks, gave rise to the #Blacklivesmatter movement that 

propelled demonstrations not only in the U.S but in the whole world. Similarly, in Nigeria, 

Police brutality against ordinary citizens ignited the #EndSars protests that took the lives 

of many youths.  

 

In recent times, there seems to be some degree of democratic decline. This is due to the 

authoritarian character of some leaders. This begs the question, what are the implications 

of this politics of exclusion on majority rule and minority rights. Supporters of democracy 

bemoan the erosion of freedom in some parts of the world. It is in view of the above that 

this work sets out to analyse democracy’s global trajectory. 

 

According to Freedom House (2020) “More than half of the world’s established 

democracies deteriorated over the past 14 years. Functioning of government, freedom of 

expression and belief, and rule of law are the most common areas of decline”. It further 

pointed out that, “25 0f 41 established democracies suffered overall decline”. Similarly, 

Varieties of Democracy (2020, P.6) asserts that, “For the first time since 2001, there are more 

autocracies than democracies in the world. Hungary is no longer a democracy, leaving the 

EU with its first non-democratic Member State. India has continued on a path of steep 

decline; to the extent it has almost lost its status as a democracy. The United States – former 

vanguard of liberal democracy – has lost its way”. 

 

It must be pointed out that even in the so called advanced democracies, there are still 

concerns about the workings of democracy. Platner (2015) points out that, “The political 

dysfunction that afflicted the advanced democracies as they sought to respond to the crisis 

further weakened their appeal. Carothers (2010) avers that, “Democracy’s travails in both 

the United States and Europe have greatly damaged the standing of democracy in the eyes 

of many people around the world.” Varieties of Democracy (2020) aver that; 

 

For the first time since 2001, autocracies are in the majority:  92 countries 

– home to 54% of the global population. Almost 35% of the world’s 

population lives in autocratizing nations – 2.6 billion people. The EU has 

its first non-democracy as a member: Hungary is now classified as an 

electoral authoritarian regime… Attacks on freedom of expression and 
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media freedom are now affecting 31 countries, compared to 19 two years 

ago. Media censorship and the repression of civil society have intensified 

in a record 37 countries – eleven more than the 26 states currently affected 

by severe autocratization (p.6). 

 

The mass protests that emerged during 2019 in every region of the world are a reminder 

that the universal yearning for equality, justice, and freedom from oppression can never 

be extinguished. In Free, Partly Free, and Not Free countries alike, people took to the 

streets to express discontent with outcomes. While striking in their numbers, the protests 

have frequently foundered in the face of resistance from defenders of the status quo. 

Progress is evident in some cases, but the ultimate outcomes are unclear, and the protests 

in general have yet to usher in a new period of global democratic progress (Freedom 

house, 2020, p.15).  Beyond the above draw backs, political exclusion of minority groups 

often leads to terrorism and other conflicts (Douma, 2006). 

 

Minorities and majorities increasingly clash over such issues as language rights, regional 

autonomy, political representation, education curriculum, land claims, immigration and 

naturalization policy, even national symbols, such as the choice of national anthem or 

public holidays. Finding morally defensible and politically viable answers to these issues 

is the greatest challenge facing democracies today (Kymlika, 1995) 

 

Conceptual Clarification 

The Concept of Democracy 

A central claim of democratic theory is that democracy induces governments to be 

responsive to the preferences of the people. In the words of Greenberg and Page, (2002, p. 

6), at the heart of democratic theory is a faith in the capacity of ordinary human beings to 

govern themselves wisely. In the view of Dewey (as cited by Greenberg and Page, 2002) 

 

The foundation of democracy is faith in the capacities of human nature; 

faith in human intelligence and in the power of pooled and cooperative 

experience. It is not belief that these things are complete but that if given 

a show they will grow and be able to generate progressively the 

knowledge and wisdom needed to guide the collective will. (p. 6) 

 

“Also, crucial to the concept of democracy is the idea that it is the purpose of a government 

to serve all of its people and that ultimately none but the people themselves can be relied 

on to know and hence to act in accordance with their own values and interests” (Greenberg 

and Page, 2002, p. 6). In practice, all these remain to be seen. According to Dunn (2005); 
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What we mean by democracy is not that we govern ourselves. When we 

speak or think of ourselves as living in a democracy, what we have in 

mind is something quite different. It is that our own state and the 

government which does so much to organize our lives, draws its 

legitimacy from us, and that we have a reasonable chance of being able to 

compel each of them to continue to do so. They draw it today, from 

holding regular elections, in which every adult citizen can vote freely and 

without fear, in which their vote have at least a reasonably equal weight, 

and in which any uncriminalised political opinion could compete freely 

for them. (pp. 19-20) 

 

According to Audi (2012) democracy’s two fundamental commitments are freedom of its 

citizens and their basic political equality, symbolized above all by according one person 

one vote.  

 

The concept of Politics of exclusion 

Increasing marginalized people’s participation in political decision-making, whether in the 

customary or conventional governance sphere, is important for a number of reasons, not 

least because exclusion and discrimination of these groups have been a key factor in 

political and civil conflict. Equal and inclusive participation of a diverse citizenry in public 

and private life is a fundamental aspect of a peaceful and just society. Thus, improving 

opportunities for previously marginalized groups to participate in democratic institutions 

and mechanisms has often had a conflict-prevention effect (Walstrom, 2013, p.5).     

  

“It is particularly important for effective governance that political institutions are inclusive 

and responsive, responding to a wide spectrum of social groups. In this context” 

(Hedstrom and Smith, 2019, p.7). “In Sub Saharan Africa the combination of the political 

exclusion of specific communities and ethnic groups in relation to a shared group 

perception of deprivation that results from political decision making has become an 

explosive cocktail that underlies many violent conflicts in the continent” (Douma, 2006, 

p.59) 

 

The concept of Minority 

Adopted by consensus in 1992, the United Nations Minorities Declaration in its article 1 

refers to minorities as based on national or ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic identity, 

and provides that States should protect their existence. There is no internationally agreed 

definition as to which groups constitute minorities. It is often stressed that the existence of 

a minority is a question of fact and that any definition must include both objective factors 
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(such as the existence of a shared ethnicity, language or religion) and subjective factors 

(including that individuals must identify themselves as members of a minority) (United 

Nations, 2010). 

 

The difficulty in arriving at a widely acceptable definition lies in the variety of situations 

in which minorities live. Some live together in well-defined areas, separated from the 

dominant part of the population. Others are scattered throughout the country. Some 

minorities have a strong sense of collective identity and recorded history; others retain 

only a fragmented notion of their common heritage. The term minority as used in the 

United Nations human rights system usually refers to national or ethnic, religious and 

linguistic minorities, pursuant to the United Nations Minorities Declaration. All States 

have one or more minority groups within their national territories, characterized by their 

own national, ethnic, linguistic or religious identity, which differs from that of the majority 

population (United Nations, 2010). 

 

According to a definition offered in 1977 by Francesco Capotorti, Special Rapporteur of the 

United Nations Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of 

Minorities, a minority is: A group numerically inferior to the rest of the population of a 

State, in a non-dominant position, whose members—being nationals of the State—possess 

ethnic, religious or linguistic characteristics differing from those of the rest of the 

population and show, if only implicitly, a sense of solidarity, directed towards preserving 

their culture, traditions, religion or language. (United Nations, 2010). 

 

The concept of Majority rule 

Majority rule means that “the option that gets the most votes should be the group decision” 

(Saunders, 2012, p.148). Some arguments for majority rule rest on its achieving better 

outcomes; for example, it might be maintained that the majority are more likely to identify 

substantively just outcomes for Condorcetian reasons or that the logic of the median voter 

theorem tends to encourage middle ground compromises that give everyone partial 

satisfaction (Saunders, 2012, p.148). 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework adopted in this study is ‘Liberalism’. The chief proponents of 

this theory are Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Rousseau. Others are John Stuart Mill, Sir 

Isaiah Berlin, John Rawls, Robert Nozick, etc. Liberalism advocates for equality and 

freedom of the individual to go after objects of desire without restriction (albeit, with few 

exceptions). According to Waldron (2003, p.1) liberalism is the “tradition of thinkers like 
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John Locke and John Stuart Mill.” He further states that “it is a heritage which prizes 

individuality, which requires social and political power to justify itself as the tribunal of 

people’s interests as they themselves conceive them.” In its erratic, often glorious, political 

history since 1688, liberalism has forged many alliances: with rationalism and with 

empiricism, with revolution and with bureaucracy, with enlightenment and with 

romanticism, and with laissez-faire economics and with nationalism. But no alliance has 

served it better than the one it established with democracy. For, by itself, liberalism was a 

struggle for emancipation from religious and political absolutism that exacted costs liberal 

principles could not contend with (Barber, 1989). 

 

Kymlicka (1995, p. 34) points out that “liberal democracy emerged in part as a reaction 

against the way that feudalism defined individuals political rights and economic 

opportunities by their group membership.” According to Rosenblum (1989);  

 

the reworking of liberal political thought began in the 1960s in response 

to dissatisfaction with classic utilitarianism and to challenges from critics 

of liberalism on the political left. The most influential of these works in 

political philosophy is John Rawls's A Theory of Justice (1971).  For almost 

twenty years, Rawls and other theorists have worked to broaden 

liberalism's foundations beyond its conventional basis in Locke, drawing 

on sophisticated versions of social-choice theory and on moral and 

political arguments of Kant and Hume. They have used these resources to 

reassert the priority of personal liberty-but also to extend liberalism 

beyond its classical preoccupation with liberty, taking up questions of 

distributive justice, among others. (p. 1) 

 

Liberalism is a principle of politics which insists on ‘liberty’ of individual as the foremost 

goal of public policy. Liberty in this sense, implies ‘liberation’ from restraints-particularly, 

from the restraints imposed by an authoritarian state. This principle was evolved in the 

West in late Seventeenth century in order to liquidate feudal privileges of the land owning 

class and to create favorable conditions for the new entrepreneurial class to enable them to 

contribute to social progress (Gauba, 2009). 

  

Implications of Politics of Exclusion on Minority Rights and Majority Rule 

Global democracy indices indicate that the world has entered a new wave of decline in 

democracy. In 2020, Freedom House recorded its 14th consecutive year of net decline in 

political rights and civil liberties. In this time, one in six democracies around the world has 

failed. In 2020, the Varieties of Democracy Project (V-Dem), the world’s largest database 
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on democratic indicators, reported that democratic declines now affect more countries 

than ever before. While the majority of countries in the world remain democratic, almost 

one-third of the world’s population lives in countries undergoing democratic decline. 

Unlike previous waves of autocratization, this current retrenchment mainly affects 

democracies and is occurring through legal transfers of power. 

 

The inability of many democracies to build effective modern states and the increasing 

incidence in the decline of democracy lead to lagging economic growth, poor public 

services, lack of personal security, poor public services, pervasive corrupt ion etc. in the 

view of Eisen, Kenealy, Corke,  Taussig, and  Polyakova, (2019); 

 

Democracies around the world are under stress, their institutions and 

norms undermined by illiberal actors and their vulnerabilities exploited 

by external forces bent on weakening democracy’s appeal. Prominent 

illustrations include Turkey’s descent into authoritarianism, Poland and 

Hungary’s illiberal turns, Russia’s electoral interference in states across 

the transatlantic community and, of course, events in the United States. 

Alongside such headline capturing developments, there has also been a 

longer-term erosion of citizen trust in democratic institutions and elected 

officials. These democratic setbacks—both attention grabbing and more 

subtle—have emerged across regions in both transitioning and 

consolidated democracies. 

 

Democracy and pluralism are under assault. Dictators are toiling to stamp out the last 

vestiges of domestic dissent and spread their harmful influence to new corners of the 

world. At the same time, many freely elected leaders are dramatically narrowing their 

concerns to a blinkered interpretation of the national interest. In fact, such leaders—

including the chief executives of the United States and India, the world’s two largest 

democracies—are increasingly willing to break down institutional safeguards and 

disregard the rights of critics and minorities as they pursue their populist agendas 

(Repucci, 2020). 

 

Freedom House found that 2019 was the 14th consecutive year of decline in global 

freedom. The gap between setbacks and gains widened compared with 2018, as 

individuals in 64 countries experienced deterioration in their political rights and civil 

liberties while those in just 37 experienced improvements. The negative pattern affected 

all regime types, but the impact was most visible near the top and the bottom of the scale. 
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More than half of the countries that were rated Free or Not Free in 2009 have suffered a net 

decline in the past decade. 

 

Civil liberties and political rights 

Ethnic, religious, and other minority groups have borne the brunt of government abuses 

in both democracies and authoritarian states. The Indian government has taken its Hindu 

nationalist agenda to a new level with a succession of policies that abrogate the rights of 

different segments of its Muslim population, threatening the democratic future of a 

country long seen as a potential bulwark of freedom in Asia and the world. Attacks on the 

rights of immigrants continue in other democratic states, contributing to a permissive 

international environment for further violations. China pressed ahead with one of the 

world’s most extreme programs of ethnic and religious persecution, and increasingly 

applied techniques that were first tested on minorities to the general population, and even 

to foreign countries. The progression illustrated how violations of minority rights erode 

the institutional and conventional barriers that protect freedom for all individuals in a 

given society. 

 

Free and fair elections 

The quality of elections is now also deteriorating in many countries. After years of 

undercutting countervailing forces, rulers seem now to feel secure enough to attack the 

very core of democracy: free and fair elections (Varieties of Democracy, 2020, p.9) 

 

Freedom of the press:  

Press freedom globally has declined to its lowest levels in 13 years, thanks both to new 

threats to journalists and media outlets in major democracies, and to further crackdowns 

on independent media in authoritarian countries like Russia and China. 

 

But it is the far-reaching attacks on the news media and their place in a democratic society 

by Donald Trump, first as a candidate and now as president of the United States, that fuel 

predictions of further setbacks in the years to come (Freedom House, 2017). 

 

Press freedom worldwide deteriorated to its lowest point in 13 years in 2016, driven by 

unprecedented threats to journalists and media outlets in major democracies, intensified 

crackdowns on independent media in authoritarian settings, and moves by the Russian 

and Chinese regimes to increase their influence beyond their borders. (Freedom House, 

2017). 
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Freedom of Expression and Peaceful Assembly 

The right to peaceful assembly and protest has declined by 14% on average in autocratizing 

countries. Toxic polarization, pro-autocracy mass protests, and political violence rise in 

many autocratizing countries, such as in Brazil and Poland (Varieties of Democracy, 2020, 

p.9) 
 

In Iraq, protesters focused their attention on both the Iranian regime, which they blamed 

for manipulating the political system and enabling the corrupt rule of allied sectarian 

groups, and the United States, whose mixed legacy in the country has also shaped current 

conditions. Iraq held competitive elections in 2018 and was allowing increased space for 

political opposition and civil society, but the violent response to the 2019 protests and 

recent Iranian and US military action on Iraqi territory have thrown its future into doubt 

(Freedom, 2020, p.15) 
 

The Americas experienced a series of mass protests in 2019, many of which featured 

violent clashes between protesters and security forces, contributing to a regional pattern 

in which countries that suffered declines in their freedom scores outnumbered those with 

improvements. However, some of the protest movements also prompted authorities to 

address underlying grievances. (Freedom, 2020, p.24) 
 

Minority rights: One of the year’s most appalling examples of domestic repression made 

more frightening by the absence of a coordinated international response was the Chinese 

Communist Party’s ongoing campaign of cultural annihilation in Xinjiang. Mass 

violations of the basic freedoms of millions of Uighurs and other Muslim minorities in the 

region, which were first brought to light in 2017, continued in 2019, with hundreds of 

thousands of people sentenced to prison or detained for forced indoctrination. The 

crackdown also included forced labor, the confinement of detained Muslims’ children in 

state-run boarding schools, and draconian bans on ordinary religious expression. 

(Freedom, 2020, p.5) 
 

These policies have contributed to China’s ranking as one of the 15 worst-performing 

countries in Freedom in the World 2020, and one of only 11 countries that Freedom House 

flagged for evidence of ethnic cleansing or some other form of forced demographic 

change. 
 

The Communist Party’s totalitarian offensive in Xinjiang is the product of decades of 

experience in persecuting ethnic and religious minorities, combining coercive measures 

and technological developments that were previously applied to Tibetans, Falun Gong 

practitioners, and others. There are already signs that similar techniques will be expanded. 

Conclusion 
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Our findings show that political participation and the belief on democracy as the panacea 

of authoritarian rule is losing currency. The leadership of political actors tilts more towards 

power accumulation than sharing amongst either level of government or supporting the 

liberty of individuals. The paper argues that contemporary democratic structures and 

institution are too weak to guarantee the proper representation of the masses. It therefore 

recommends a stronger instrument of checks and balances for effective democratic rule. 
 

The way forward 

Today, more of the world’s population lives under democracy than ever before. Hence, it 

is more urgent than ever before to understand how democracy works and assess how well 

it performs the functions imputed to it, such as responsiveness, representation, 

accountability, and realization of the public good. Observers of the myriad new 

democracies around the globe (but not they alone) complain of the ineffectiveness of 

democracy in achieving these functions.  

 

However, it is clear that strong and effective democratic regimes are more stable and 

deliver the dividends of democracy. More so, majority rule is secured and minority rights 

are protected. This leads to a prosperous society that creates happiness among the 

populace. Conversely, authoritarian regimes or democratic governments that decline into 

authoritarianism, fails to protect individual freedom, free press, and free and fair elections. 

More often than not, they are unable to maintain a functioning government. In order to 

overcome the negative effects of authoritarianism, there is need for governments to be 

responsive to the wishes of the people and provide the dividends of democracy.   
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