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Abstract

The paper describes major external and internal challenges global democracies are facing now 
and will face in the forthcoming future: competition with authoritarian regimes and the necessity 
to defend democracy as well as internal populism arising from so-called tectonic changes in 
our societies (new social and economic divisions together with the dramatic development of 
new technologies and the tectonic shift from an industrial to a much more individualised post-
industrial society). The paper refers to analysis of the democratization by Samuel Huntington, 
who claims that the waves of democratization are repeating themselves with the almost precise 
periodicity of 20 years. Taking into account that the third wave of democratization started in 
the 1980s and anchored Central Europe and the Baltic States back to democracy, exhausted 
itself around the year 2000 by leaving Belarus, Russia and some other new independent states 
falling back to authoritarian rule, the signs of the Fourth Wave of democratization should appear 
starting from 2020s.

It is claimed in the paper that now there is a window of opportunity for democracies to make 
sure democracy will survive challenges to it. New instruments (such as the International 
Convention of Democracies on Defence of Democracy or the Global Magnitsky Act on Defence 
of Democracy) and processes (such as the Global Democracy Summit of Democracies proposed 
by J.Biden) aimed at strengthening the democratic processes globally are presented. 

The author suggests that the European Union should take leadership in preparation for the 
Global Democracy Summit of Democracies on Europe’s side by establishing the EU Conference 
on the Future of Democracy. Later on, such a Conference could be transformed into the 
permanent European Forum on the Future of Democracy.
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I.  INTRODUCTION. FUTURE OF DEMOCRACY: “EXTERNAL” AND 
“INTERNAL” CHALLENGES TO DEMOCRACY

We are the witnesses of something crucially important starting to happen globally as well as on 
the European continent. It concerns one of the most important values for the whole Western 
community - democracy. Currently, this concept is undergoing deep changes and challenges.

„
 Democracy has become one of the most important topics in the news and 

in the political discourse.

Democracy has become one of the most important topics in the news and in the political 
discourse. This is not only due to the developments we are witnessing now or were facing in the 
past, but also because of the future developments which we can foresee. Those developments 
can be named as the most important future challenges to the Western community.

There are many different ways to define democracy and its values. In this text, I am using the well-known 
Robert Dahl’s formula of electoral democracy as the “polyarchy”, consisting of clean elections, freedom of 
association, universal suffrage, an elected executive as well as freedom of expression and alternative sources 
of information.

As we examine the situation of such “polyarchy” today, we can clearly see two types of challenges 
that can be categorized as “external” and “internal” challenges.

On the one hand, we are witnessing the challenges to democratic values created by autocracies. 
As a result, those challenges can be considered as the external ones (for example, recent events 
in Belarus, Russia, China and Hong Kong). Some of them bring hope that democracy will win 
in new territories; yet others bring despair as we cannot defend democracy values against the 
spread of brutality brought by numerous authoritarian regimes.

On the other hand, the so-called “internal” challenges to democracy within the Western 
community itself are probably even more outstanding when compared with  “external” 
challenges to democratic values. Primitive populism based on the “enemization of otherness”, 
which started in 2015-2016 along with the refugee crisis at the end brought it can be defined 
through loud advocacy of the “illiberal democracy” in parts of Central Europe instead of “liberal 
democracy” as well as demonstrative weakness of adherence to the rule of law principles in 
some European countries. All of this created a phenomenon called the “erosion of democracy”, 
i.e. when “incumbents legally access power and then gradually, but substantially, undermine 
democratic norms without abolishing key democratic institutions”1. Such erosion of democracy 
values, such an emotional and political climate undermining democracy values, is one of the 
most dangerous threats to its strength in the Western community.

“Technological challenges” to democracy can also be ascribed to the “internal challenges”. Those 
challenges evolve because of deep internal “tectonic” changes related to the basic post-industrial 
shifts in our societies. All in all, the features of a post-industrial society make it very different 
from an industrial society.

1  Anna Lührmann & Staffan I. Lindberg (2019) A third wave of autocratization is here: what is new about it?, Democratization, 26(7), 1095-1113, 
DOI: 10.1080/13510347.2019.1582029.
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We need to remember that democracy as we cherish and know it from our own experience, 
has developed along with the evolution of industrial society at the end of the 18th and the 
first half of the 19th century. It is very important for us now to start to comprehend how the 
evolution of both the post-modern and very much different post-industrial society will challenge 
the operation of traditional democracy.

Finally, the question which the EU needs to answer now is: are we ready for all these challenges?

Some may claim that the answer to those questions lays in several important EU documents: 
“EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy 2020 – 2024”2, which was released last spring 
as well as “European Democracy Action Plan”3 and “Europe’s Media in the Digital Decade: An 
Action Plan to Support Recovery and Transformation”4, which were issued later in 2020. These 
ones are good and important documents, but while reading them one is not able to get rid of the 
feeling that there is a need for some more strategically deep and holistic analysis concerning the 
future of democracy and its major challenges. 

External and internal challenges to democracy require different approaches, and some of them 
demand not only adapting democracy to new technologies of communication or fighting against 
hybrid threats, but also understanding new social divisions between those who “have” and those 
who “haven’t” and how those divisions are affecting democracy “polyarchy” much deeper.

From the more optimistic perspective, it is much more than new challenges to democracy that 
are approaching us. The opportunities to stand for global democratic values have expanded as 
well. 2020 was remarkable: we are witnessing the new wave of pro-democracy struggles and 
protests in Belarus and the entire Eastern part of Europe. The year was also remarkable due to 
the major change on the other side of the Atlantic: Joe Biden, the new elected President of the 
United States of America, has an ambitious agenda to organize the “Global Democracy Summit” 
as his promise to take care about the global future of democracy.

We need to remember that, according to the famous theory of American scholar S. Huntington, 
the global democratization is proceeding in the form of repetitive waves of democratization as 
well. Those waves are repeating themselves with the cycle of approximately 20 years. The last 
one, “the Third Wave” of democratization, started in 1980 and exhausted itself in 2000. This is 
why we can expect that the new decade will bring also the beginning of the new, the Fourth 
Wave of democratization.

In the context of all these global developments, we must ask ourselves a strategic question: 
what exactly can the EU do in the near future to play its most important role of taking care about 
the future of democracy and to be a well-prepared partner for the new US Administration?

„
 what exactly can the EU do in the near future to play its most important 

role of taking care about the future of democracy and to be a well-

prepared partner for the new US Administration?

2  Joint communication to the European Parliament and the Council, JOIN/2020/5 final, March 25, 2020.
3  Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 

Committee of the, COM/2020/790 final, December 3, 2020.
4  Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 

Committee of the, COM/2020/784 final, December 3, 2020.
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At this point, it is time to stress that the EU is planning to hold the “Conference on the Future 
of Europe” in 2021. It is a very important opportunity for the EU citizens and decision makers 
to discuss how the EU will operate in the future. What financial resources will it have? How will 
decision making in EU institutions be structured in order to be more democratic and efficient? 
These issues are very important in the current context.

But if the EU has an ambition to play a more significant role in defending and expanding 
democracy values across the whole continent of Europe; if the EU is going to be an efficient 
partner for the US in the global defense of democracy values; if the EU wants to be not only the 
global leader in development of digital services, but also the leader in finding ways how to tackle 
the “technological challenges” to democracy arising from the global tectonic post-industrial 

shift, then the EU needs to organize not only the “Conference on the Future of Europe”, but also 
the “Conference on the Future of Democracy”. Both of these topics have to be equally important 
if we really want to focus on the future of democracy both on the European continent and 
globally.

WHAT THE EU CONFERENCE “ON THE FUTURE OF DEMOCRACY” SHOULD BE ABOUT?

As mentioned above, the EU Conference “On the Future of Democracy” should concentrate on the most 
important challenges to democracy and coordinated strategies on how the EU and possibly the whole 
democratic world should meet them.

In this paper, I will discuss several thoughts on such challenges to democracies and also on strategies to 
assist and defend democracy as well on how to reinvigorate democracy in modern times.

Those thoughts are divided into three chapters where they are described more extensively and ideas on 
the best ways to assist democracies are presented. Those three chapters are: On the external challenges 
towards democracy; On the internal and international populism challenges towards democracy; On the post-
industrial challenges towards democracy.

„
The EU needs to organize not only the “Conference on the Future of 

Europe”, but also the “Conference on the Future of Democracy”
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II. ON THE EXTERNAL CHALLENGES TO DEMOCRACY

During 2020 we saw many important external developments taking place globally. For example, 
in some regions the democratic values were embraced by a much larger community of brave 
ordinary citizens than anytime before (for instance, Belarus). Meanwhile, the similar values of 
democracy became persecuted by even harsher methods, exercised by authoritarian regimes 
(for instance, Hong Kong, China, Russia).

Since many of those external challenges to democracy took place in the EU’s nearest 
neighbourhood (Russia and the Eastern Partnership countries), those challenges should 
be considered as the most important external challenges for the EU. Also, it is important to 
understand that this is the region where a significant and effective leadership role can be best 
played exactly by the EU. That is why the chapter on Russia is more extensive than the chapter 
on China in this paper.

THE EU AND THE DEMOCRATIZATION OF EASTERN EUROPE

The EU has been always standing for the defence of democratic values outside its borders. 
The success of the EU enlargement policy since the beginning of 1990s was one of the crucial 
instruments to bring and stabilize the democratic processes in Central and Eastern Europe. But 
the EU has not always been able to effectively promote the agenda of transformation towards 
democracy in other parts of the former Soviet Union, including Russia itself.

„
Democracy is becoming the most important issue for people who have not 

been able to experience the basic values of democracy until now.

Now we can observe clear signs that democracy is becoming the most important issue for people 
who have not been able to experience the basic values of democracy (at least in the Eastern part 
of the European continent) until now.

In Belarus, we are witnessing the new type of the real democracy revolution. It is led by online 
social media channels and such leaders as Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya having strong popular 
legitimacy yet no previous political experience. It is a significant difference in comparison with 
the previous revolutions in the region which were led by traditional revolution leaders, traditional 
political parties and were based on traditional ideologies.

Such developments across Eastern Europe are just another new piece in a puzzle of the 
developments gradually unfolding in the so-called post-Soviet space.

Some of those developments are happening in a way of long-term tectonic shifts. What we 
witness in the region now is an expression of slow erosion of the former imperial geopolitical 
power, otherwise known as Moscow and the Kremlin power. As a result of this erosion, the 
Eastern Partnership region, located between Russia and the EU, is moving towards democracy 
and genuine Europeanisation. Even though this particular process is heavily influenced by strong 
opposition from the Kremlin, often violent and militarised, nevertheless, the pro-democratic 
developments in the Eastern Partnership countries are strengthening the pro-democracy mood 
in Russia itself as well. In addition, the aggression from the Kremlin against pro-democratic and 
pro-European developments in the neighbouring countries further distances them from Russia 
and pushes them closer towards the European community.
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Democracy developments in some of the Eastern Partnership countries (such as Ukraine, 
Georgia, Moldova, Armenia and most recently Belarus) is a well-known topic both in the EU and 
in the whole Western community. However, a possibility to see similar developments in Russia 
still does not get serious attention from the EU side. It is time to change this approach and there 
are arguments for and strategies on how to do it.

THE EU AND THE DEMOCRATIZATION OF RUSSIA: DEMOCRACY IS ALSO POSSIBLE IN 
RUSSIA

The Western community has an ambivalent attitude towards the possibility of democratic 
transformation in Russia. Quite many EU capitals were not believing in such a chance until now. 
Putin’s hybrid strategy towards the West was always based on the attempts to convince the 
Western leaders that democracy is not suitable for Russia, that Russia is supposedly a “special 
case” as a country always ruled by czars, general secretaries or authoritarian presidents. What 
Putin means is that his regime should be accepted as it is by the West. Also, Putin wants to 
convince everybody in the new “Russian normality”: since the autocratic regime is of a “Wild 
Eastern” nature, its opponents are poisoned or simply killed. Putin’s message to the West is 
quite simple: don’t provoke us with any democratic agenda, because we are unpredictable and 
dangerous; if provoked, we can poison or even push the nuclear button.

„
The notion that democracy is not possible in Russia is utterly wrong. It is 

just as possible in Russia as it is in Ukraine or Belarus.

From my point of view, the notion that democracy is not possible in Russia is utterly wrong. It is 
just as possible in Russia as it is in Ukraine or Belarus.

The recent developments in Belarus are bringing a totally new mood into the entire post-Soviet 
area. From the very beginning of his regime, A. Lukashenko was also very keen to assert that 
democracy is not for Belarusians. Now, after 26 years spent under his regime, the Belarusian 
people are demanding democracy, despite the massive brutality and torture brought by the 
regime against them over the decades.

That is why we need to take a deeper look into what is happening in the post-Soviet area. There 
are three historical processes, which Russia is facing, and all of them are making democratic 
transformation unavoidable. Those three processes are: a) the erosion of people’s loyalty 
towards an autocratic and autarkic regime; b) the erosion of the post-imperial power of the 
Kremlin; c) the inevitable cyclic recurrence of Huntington’s Waves of Democratization.

DEMOCRACY IN RUSSIA: THE END OF LOYALTY IN THE POST-SOVIET SPACE

The world history of the 20th century provides clear evidence that authoritarian regimes, even 
though surrounded by democracies, can survive and guarantee the loyalty of people if the 
regimes are able to guarantee the continuous growth in terms of economic and social well-
being. This has been the case with some Southeast Asian authoritarian regimes, such as South 
Korea, Taiwan and even Singapore. All of them managed to function relatively successfully and 
maintain the loyalty of their citizens for decades by implementing prudent policies of economic 
modernization. This led to a very rapid leap in the level of economic and social development 
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of these countries. The same happened in China, where Deng Xiaoping brought revolutionary 
changes which resulted in the growing prosperity in China to this day. Therefore, the still-existing 
loyalty of the Chinese people to the authoritarian Chinese regime was guaranteed.

Similarly, in the early stages of their rule, both Lukashenko and Putin could also rely on the 
loyalty of the people. After the revolutionary and sometimes chaotic changes in the 1990s, the 
authoritarian stability they guaranteed to the people was associated with an increase of well-
being.

However, all that growth in the 2000s ended with the global financial crisis in 2008-2012. Neither 
the Russian nor the Belarusian economy was able to recover from it, especially the latter. The 
societies have changed radically in both Belarus and Russia over the decades of authoritarian rule. 
But authoritarian regimes are unable to change and adapt quickly. Under these circumstances, 
the previously observed loyalty of the people to the authoritarian regimes is evaporating very 
quickly and drastically. Changes in people’s understanding of well-being and self-consciousness 
came imperceptibly and very quickly. The necessity for major changes spilled into the streets 
and became unstoppable, especially when people, who had been demanding the change, got a 
chance to realise that they were the majority.

When an authoritarian regime confronts with the resistance flowing from the streets of cities 
and towns rather than from the small opposition party exhausted from constant persecution, it 
means that the period of people’s loyalty to the regime is coming to an end. The “shelf life” of the 
regime expires along with it. This is what is happening in Belarus today. It could start in Russia 
tomorrow.

DEMOCRACY IN RUSSIA: THE FURTHER SLOW COLLAPSE OF THE SOVIET/RUSSIAN 
EMPIRE

The history of Russia is characterized by one common feature over the centuries: despite all the interpretations, 
which are given by today’s Kremlin ideologues, Russia is a European state, undergoing the same changes 
as in those of the Western part of the European continent, just much later. For instance, feudalism and 
capitalism were late in coming to Russia for centuries, but arrived eventually. Similarly, during the 18th and 
19th centuries, Russia was late in building the overseas colonial empire, yet managed to expand the borders 
of its continental empire to the Baltic States, Poland, Ukraine and Central Asia. Throughout the 19th century, 
the Russian intelligentsia and elites attempted to repeat the French Revolution in Russia as well, but it all 
simply ended with the largest-ever curse of Russia, the Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917.

In Western Europe, colonial empires started to collapse immediately after World War II. It did not 
happen in a day as well as it was not an easy process. Nostalgia for the imperial past clouded 
minds in both Britain and France. For France, the “farewell” to colonial Algeria was so painful 
that in the mid-1950s it even began to threaten the fate of democracy in France. The turmoil and 
chaos in France itself were only stopped by the decisive action of the General de Gaulle, who had 
returned to power along his decision to say a farewell to the imperial colonies.

Russia/the Soviet Union began saying goodbye to its imperial past only in the early 1990s. The 
collapse of the empire has always been painful for Moscow, and it definitely did not end with 
the agreements signed in the Belavezha Forest on the legal dissolution of the Soviet Union at 
the end of 1991. Despite this legal act, most of the former Soviet Union remained in the area of 
influence of Moscow in one way or another.
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„
The Baltic States were able to escape the empire, both legally and 

politically, thanks to their historical distinctiveness, even though the 

influence of the Soviet-era energy pipeline and power line empire has 

largely remained.

Only the Baltic States were able to escape the empire, both legally and politically, thanks to their 
historical distinctiveness, even though the influence of the Soviet-era energy pipeline and power line 
empire has largely remained. After the Baltic States, the first to follow the example and to liberate 
themselves from the Moscow’s influence once and for all were the people of Sakartvelo (Georgia) 
who, under the leadership of Mikheil Saakashvili, set down the path of liberation from the empire 
in 2003, only to pay the price of war with Russia in 2008 with Russia occupying the regions of South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia in the end. In 2014, Ukraine took a similar path: although Putin occupied 
Crimea and Donbass after the Maidan revolution, Ukraine made a decisive move from the country 
under the influence of Moscow to the state that irreversibly chose a pro-Western orientation. Even 
Armenia, still dependent on the Russian security guarantees in the Karabakh conflict, went through 
a genuine revolution in 2018. Armenia is not changing its geopolitical orientations, yet democracy 
in the post-Soviet space means one thing – the speed varies, but in a country, which started to 
embrace democracy values, the Kremlin influence inevitably starts to diminish over time. And this 
is the kind of the change where two consecutive processes only reinforce one another: first of all, 
the naturally diminishing nostalgic imperial power of the Kremlin is opening up more space for 
the democratic processes in the former colonies of this empire while strengthening democracy in 
those countries further decreases the Kremlin’s sphere of influence as well.

The democratic revolution in Belarus is the part of the same historical process: the old Russian/
Soviet empire, based on numerous imperial and autocratic methods of the government, is slowly 
but inevitably losing its influence. Even in Belarus. Also, the longer Putin supports Lukashenko, 
the quicker the overall process of shrinking and alienating from the Kremlin’s influence will 
be. Some people, remembering Ukraine’s Maidan, are regretting the absence of the EU flags 
across the demonstrations in Belarus. However, the democratic revolution there has enormous 
geopolitical significance anyway: not only that Belarus will be able to decide its geopolitical 
strategy in a democratic way rather than enforced by the decisions of a single dictator, but, 
more importantly, that democracy wave in Belarus and Ukraine will eventually inspire the 
transformation of Russia into a democratic state as well. And this will be the most important 
geopolitical transformation of this century for the entire European continent.

DEMOCRACY IN RUSSIA: THE INEVITABLE “FOURTH WAVE OF DEMOCRATIZATION”

As it was mentioned before, in “The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century”, 
a well-known book published back in 1991, the renowned American academic analyst Samuel 
P. Huntington substantiated one clear historical pattern with particular arguments: in the global 
world, democracy spreads like ocean tides. In other words, in due course, a wave of democracy 
begins to surge throughout the world and floods more and more new countries through the 
process of democratization. However, democracy is not able to take root in all new countries 
flooded by the high tide of democratization, so when the low tide comes, some of the new 
democracies – especially those flooded for the first time – turn back to the authoritarian rule and 
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wait for the brand new wave of democratization. According to Huntington, the world experienced 
three waves of democratization during the 20th century: the first began after World War I and 
lasted until the end of the 1920s; the second began after World War II and lasted until the 
1960s; and the third began in the second half of the 1980s and lasted until the 2000s. The Baltic 
States and Central Europe are also the products of this third wave. We were fortunate that the 
global wave of democracy that had flooded us did not leave with the low tide that followed. The 
process of the European integration which began in the early 1990s also helped us.

In Russia, meanwhile, the low tide of democracy returned the country to Putin’s authoritarian 
rule in the 2000s. In Belarus, this low tide came even earlier. According to Huntington, this is the 
fate of states that have no previous experience with democracy: the first attempt at democracy 
in such countries usually is quite short. However, the Huntington theory of three waves of 
democratization, based on a number of exact facts, including the history of change and the 
transformation in our region over the past 30 years, also leads to the conclusion that supports 
another historical pattern and allows us to optimistically view the future of democracy in our 
region. Basically, if the world experienced as many as three waves of democratization in the 
20th century that recurred approximately every 20 years, then it would be about time to start 
preparing for the fourth wave of democratization exactly right now, since the third wave ended 
around 2000. And this fourth wave, which is currently flooding Belarus, will inevitably flood 
Russia as well. All in all, it is a certain historical pattern.

EU-RUSSIA AGENDA: DEMOCRACY FIRST!

All three historical post-imperial tendencies described above in the context of recent developments 
in Russia and around, starting from democracy revolution in Belarus and continuous public 
protests in Khabarovsk, democratic electoral victory of pro-European Maia Sandu in Moldova, 
and the Kremlin’s criminal attempts to poison opposition leader Alexei Navalny, convincingly 
demonstrate that unexpected developments in Russia can start the same unpredictable way as 
it had happened with the surprise democracy revolution in Belarus.

„
The EU must already now prepare itself for a major transformation which 

can start to evolve in its closest neighbourhood.

That is why the EU must already now prepare itself for such a major transformation which can 
start to evolve in its closest neighbourhood.

This was also the main message of the European Parliament Resolution of September 17, 2020 “On the 
situation in Russia: the poisoning of Alexei Navalny”5. It contains a clear recommendation and request to the 
EU leadership with the “utmost urgency to launch a thorough and strategic reassessment of the EU’s relations 
with Russia”. Specifically, the European Parliament decided “to call on the VP/HR to review EU policy vis-à-vis 
Russia and the five guiding principles for the EU’s relations with Russia and to develop a new comprehensive 
strategy, which will be conditional on further developments in the area of democracy, the rule of law and respect 
for human rights by the Russian leadership and authorities;” and also asked “the Council to immediately start 
preparations and adopt an EU strategy for future relations with a democratic Russia, including a broad offer of 
incentives and conditions to strengthen domestic tendencies towards freedom and democracy;”

5  European Parliament resolution on the situation in Russia: the poisoning of Alexei Navalny, B9-0284/2020.
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The European Parliament very clearly speaks out for the future relations with Russia which will 
depend not on the ideas of “reset” or the friendship with Putin or Kremlin (which was the basic 
Western attitude towards Russia until now), but on the democratic transformation of Russia. 
The European Parliament stated in the Resolution, that the EU should be ready to assist that 
transformation both with “hard” policy instruments, such as sanctions on Kremlin autocratic 
and kleptocratic suppression of democracy domestically or in near abroad and “soft” power 
instruments of strengthening support to development of the Eastern Partnership countries (at 
least towards the Trio of EaP) and preparing “EU strategy for future relations with a democratic 
Russia”. They should show ordinary Russians what opportunities they are losing for the time 
being.

For the EU, the most important long-term goal in the global democracy agenda is the democratic 
transformation of Russia. That is why in the strategic review of its own strategy towards Russia, 
the EU needs to speak a very clear language: “Democracy First!”

THE EU DEMOCRACY AGENDA PRIORITY: EUROPE WHOLE, FREE AND AT PEACE!

The democratic agenda across Europe is important not only because of the upcoming Fourth 
Wave of democracy and the possibility for people in the Eastern part of Europe to enjoy the 
same values of democracy. The common embrace of democratic values in the whole European 

continent is the only way to establish geopolitical security, peace and stability from Lisbon to 
Vladivostok. History teaches us that neighbouring democracies do not go to war with each other. 
Currently, the biggest challenge to security and prosperity in Europe is the non-democratic, 
authoritarian, kleptocratic and aggressive regime in Russia. Unfortunately, this is the reality for 
the time being, which needs to be radically changed in order to realize Europe which is “whole, 
free and at peace”. 

Again, we need to recognize that it is completely wrong to think that democracy is not possible in 
Russia. It is just as possible in Russia as it is in Ukraine or Belarus. The Baltic States and countries 
in Central Europe are not special there. These states and regions were simply fortunate enough 
to root in the third wave of democratization. At the same time, it is obvious that they are not 
immune to the erosion of democracy either. Three historical post-imperial patterns discussed 
above allow us to boldly and optimistically ask the question: when will the processes we are 
seeing in Belarus today begin in Russia? In 2020, we memorized the slogan “Zhyvie Belarus” 
(“Viva Belarus!”) and learned to chant it with all Belarusians united by the democratic revolution. 
Now it is time to look into what slogan we will be chanting with Russians when the “Belarusian” 
democratic revolution will start in Russia in the coming years.

„
The common embrace of democratic values in the whole European 

continent is the only way to establish geopolitical security, peace and 

stability from Lisbon to Vladivostok. History teaches us that neighbouring 

democracies do not go to war with each other.
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CHINA AND THE EXTERNAL CHALLENGES TOWARDS DEMOCRACY

After having examined the Eastern neighbourhood of the EU, and in particular Russia, as an 
area where both external challenges to democracy and positive changes for the spread of 
democracy values arise, we need to look into China which is another big external challenge to 
global democracy.

In the former case (the EU Eastern neighbourhood and Russia) we see the need for an immediate 
and coherent EU strategic responsibility and leadership to meet those challenges. However, 
China will be posing a long-term external challenge to global democracy. Therefore, here 
we should be ready for a drown-out challenge and necessity of effective long-term strategic 
Transatlantic cooperation vis-a-vis China.

Courage and wisdom are needed to look with open eyes to the long-term future, possibly, up to 
the end of this century: China has the potential and resources to become the strongest global 
economy, and its global leadership in the economy will inevitably give rise to its ambitions also 
for a global geopolitical leadership.

The Chinese aspirations and ambitions for global leadership will bring the biggest challenge for 
all world democracies. During the last few hundred years the global leadership was performed 
by the Western democracies: first of all, by the British Empire, and later on by the US. The 
potential global leadership of the authoritarian Chinese power is difficult to imagine for the 
democratic community, yet for global democracies it is not enough just to observe how the CCP 
(Chinese Communist Party) leadership of today is destroying the well-functioning democracy in 
Hong Kong or is threatening the independence of democratic Taiwan.

This is why there are very important words, which have recently been laid out in the European People’s Party 
paper “The EU-China Relations in a COVID-19 World and Beyond”: 

“We must be prepared for China’s economic rise and global leadership, and for the key question: will China’s 
‘one country, two systems’ paradigm ultimately become ‘one country, one authoritarian’ — or ‘one country, 
one democratic’ — system? The CCP is currently set on the former; and yet the responsibility of global 
leadership ultimately requires respect for democratic freedoms, human rights and the rule of law. This is why 
the EU must work together with partners and allies: to take a stand for the bedrock values and norms which 
must — for our sake as well as China’s — shape our 21st-century world”6.

Democracy in Hong Kong is not a small detail in the overall global picture. It is also an important 
test for the Western community: can we, the established democracies, defend the rights for 
democracy of the people who are threatened by authoritarian domestic or neighbouring 
regimes? If we fail to defend democratic values in Hong Kong and Belarus, Venezuela and Syria, 

6  EPP Position Paper, September 28, 2020, available at: https://www.epp.eu/files/uploads/2020/09/EPP_EU-CHINA_FINAL.pdf

„
If we fail to defend democratic values in Hong Kong and Belarus, 

Venezuela and Syria, then we must answer a very simple question: are 

democracies really weaker than dictatorships, or do we simply need to 

look for new and more efficient instruments to defend democracies from 

autocratic brutality?

https://www.epp.eu/files/uploads/2020/09/EPP_EU-CHINA_FINAL.pdf
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then we must answer a very simple question: are democracies really weaker than dictatorships, 
or do we simply need to look for new and more efficient instruments to defend democracies 
from autocratic brutality?

That is what the Global Democracy Summit of Democracies should discuss. But, first of all, the 
EU Conference on the Future of Democracy should elaborate several very much needed new 
proposals.

EXTERNAL CHALLENGES: INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION OF DEMOCRACIES ON 
DEFENCE OF DEMOCRACY AND GLOBAL COMPACT FOR DEMOCRACY

It is very clear that the so-called “external” challenges to democracy is like a litmus test to democracy 
overall, detecting which side is stronger: autocracy or democracy. Because in all those cases, while 
we are discussing the “external” challenges to democracy, we have either 1) the case where people 
are fighting to get or preserve their democracy values against the domestic autocratic regime or 
2) the neighbouring autocratic regime is intervening and preventing democracy from winning in 
the neighbourhood. But it is always the battle between autocracy and democracy. Unfortunately, 
democracies have usually been quite passive observers in many of those cases. These include even 
the situation when democracies are just watching the neighbouring domestic tyrannies stealing 
elections from the citizens as well as tortured, kidnapped or even killed people who attempted to 
peacefully defend their right to democracy. The right to democracy is the similar universal right 
as all other universal human rights. Even when one tyranny comes to assist another tyranny in 
stopping the spread of domestic democracy, even in such cases established democracies are very 
slow to stand for democracy abroad and to be more vocal on the defence of democratic values.

Anything starting with stolen elections from a country’s citizens usually ends with a brutal 
violation of other universal human rights such as freedom of assembly, freedom of expression, 
and media freedom. Attacks on these rights end with torture and killings as authoritarian regimes 
tend to use methods of “state terrorism”. And yet, the roots of these processes primarily lay in 
the dictatorial attacks on elections and general democratic principles.

Since World War II, the global community has developed a number of international instruments to punish for 
the crimes against universal human rights. There are many international conventions on human rights. Also, 
the majority of democracies have adopted the Magnitsky-type acts, which allow states to punish anyone who 
violates human rights. Furthermore, there is the Council of Europe and the European Human Rights Court; 
there are the conventions against torture and conventions against terrorism. Finally, we have conventions on 
how media freedom and journalists should be protected worldwide.

On the other hand, we lack of proper international instruments which would focus on defence 
of democracy as a value. Such international instruments should help to protect the institutional 
framework of the “polyarchy” of democracy globally. For the international democratic community, 
it is not enough just to observe elections and not to recognize the legitimacy of elections if 
the basic principles of fairness and transparency are violated. Autocrats are not afraid of non-
recognition of their legitimacy. Autocrats who deny the right of their citizens to the basic principle 
of democracy, fair and transparent elections, should be punished the same way as they would 
be punished for a violation of any other human rights.

There is a necessity to adopt the International Convention of Democracies on Protection of 
Democracy. Such a legal instrument should establish a very clear system of sanctions and 
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penalties to autocrats who steal national elections from their citizens. Similar penalties should 
be established for the ones engaging in support activities for other autocrats who are attempting 
to steal the elections from their citizens (such as Putin support for Lukashenko, which enables 
him to continue brutal crimes against the Belarusian people). The autocrats should be aware 
in advance of these potentially awaiting sanctions if they would attempt to use such regime 
resources as power and brutality in order to deny and undermine the basic rights of democracy 
for their citizens.

„
International Convention of Democracies on Defence of Democracy should 

be something like the Global Magnitsky Act on Defence of Democracy: the 

powerful instrument, used by democracies to defend democratic values in 

a coordinated way against any “external” challenges.

This International Convention of Democracies on Defence of Democracy should be something 
like the Global Magnitsky Act on Defence of Democracy: the powerful instrument, used by 
democracies to defend democratic values in a coordinated way against any “external” challenges.

The International Convention of Democracies on Defence of Democracy containing a mechanism 
of preventive sanctions can become a powerful instrument to deter autocrats from stealing 
the elections and from using power of repression to threaten the protesters. In addition to 
this mechanism of preventive defence of democracy against attempts to “steal” it, there is also 
a momentous need for new, much more effective mechanisms to defend democracy against 
attempts to “bribe” it.

As it was recently very clearly put by A. Aslund and J. Friedlander in their powerful report “Defending the 
United States against Russian dark money”7: “Russian dark money is a quietly powerful influence on the 
American political system /…/ The report argues that these funds pose a serious national security threat to 
the United States because this money can be exploited and steered by the Kremlin for espionage, terrorism, 
industrial espionage, bribery, political manipulation, disinformation, and other nefarious purposes.“ The 
report argues that after 9/11, the US learned how to fight effectively with dark money used to finance 
international terrorism. 

Now the same elaborated methods should be used to fight dark money related to Russian 
oligarchs, especially those who are close to the Kremlin regime. Sanctions on those who bring those 
dark money into the Western democracies and on those who accept them should be considered 
as one of the most important instruments not only to defend Western democracies, but also to 
assist the democratic transformation in Russia. The EU should create the comprehensive system 
of financial controls, designed to protect our democracies from illicitly financed practices of 
influence aimed at undermining the European values. These controls could involve a quick access 
to information on ultimate beneficial ownership, effective reporting of financial transactions, 
establishing of the EU Agency to supervise the enforcement and provide effective remedies, as 
well as propose international standards of effective controls. The fight against the dark Russian 
money and the dark money of Lukashenko should be the most important element of a new 

7  Atlantic Council, November 17, 2020, available at: https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/defending-the-united-
states-against-russian-dark-money/

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/defending-the-united-states-against-russian-dark-money/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/defending-the-united-states-against-russian-dark-money/
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common Transatlantic agenda for defence of democracy and part of International Convention 
of Democracies on Defence of Democracy.

It is time to advance the European democracy values. Europe needs a consolidated and fully 
fledged own Democracy Agenda to protect and promote democracy, which is the foundation 
of our way of life. This agenda could be endorsed by the EU at the Conference on the Future 
of Democracy and serve as a contribution to the Global Compact for Democracy, which could 

be initiated during the Summit of Democracies. The part of the Global Compact for Democracy 
would be the International Convention of Democracies for Defence of Democracy, which was 
described above.

First of all, the EU Democracy Agenda should concentrate on the preparation of an EU input for the Global 
Democracy Summit, which would be most effective if coupled with the swift implementation of the principles 
laid out in the International Convention of Democracies on Defence of Democracy. For that purpose, the EU 
needs to strengthen the European capacity for the implementation of the EU Action Plan on Human Rights 
and Democracy 2020-2024, which would contribute to the effective implementation of the EU Global Human 
Rights Sanctions Regime and propose exact actions for the international cooperation on asset freeze and 
travel bans.

In addition to that, the European Democracy Agenda would involve also priority actions with regards to the 
EU neighborhood, where the EU needs to take strategic leadership in defence and promotion of democracy:
-  creation of “Democracy First”, the global EU development policy instrument aimed to push back against 

forces of aggression, disinformation and destruction, to nurture and promote the values of democracy 
worldwide, and to engage in the EU political dialogue with the agents of democratic change;

-  creation of the EU “Justice First” Hub to assist and, where necessary, to coordinate the international trial 
and investigation of crimes committed by the authoritarian regimes against those who are fighting for 
democracy

-  creation of the EU “European Way of Life” social and economic investment support instrument for the ones 
newly emerged from autocracy democracies on European continent;

-  inclusion of these actions into the EU’s proposal for International Convention (Global Compact) to promote 
and protect democracies worldwide.

These actions and commitments would correspond to the EU global role as the promoter of 
human rights, democracy and rule of law and would be a major EU contribution to the proposed 
Global Democracy Summit, helping the world democracies to consolidate and coordinate their 
efforts in response to arising “external” challenges to democratic values and in defence of 
democracy globally.

„
The EU should create the comprehensive system of financial controls, 

designed to protect our democracies from illicitly financed practices of 

influence aimed at undermining the European values. Europe also needs 

a consolidated and fully fledged own Democracy Agenda to protect and 

promote democracy, which is the foundation of our way of life.
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**********

After discussing these “external” challenges to democracy arising mainly from the competition 
between democracies and authoritarian regimes, we can examine other types of challenges 
towards democracy which have less “external” features, but yet are related to internal 
developments in our societies. This is why those challenges can be named as the “internal” 
challenges towards democracy. There are two groups of them, usually interconnected. But in 
order to better understand their origin and specificity we should discuss them separately at 
least for now. These two groups of “internal” challenges are 1) the challenges of populism and 
2) the challenges of post-industrial technological development. Both are dangerous as they can 
lead to what can be called the “erosion of democracy”, i. e. when the institutional facade of 
democracy (such as electoral voting procedure) is still kept, but the basic values of the “polyarchy” 
of democracy are eroding and starting to fade.
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III. ON THE INTERNAL CHALLENGES TOWARDS DEMOCRACY

DOMESTIC AND INTERNATIONAL POPULISM AS THE CHALLENGE TOWARDS 
DEMOCRACY

First of all, we need to answer the question whether democracy is indeed facing any internal 
challenges in the countries which can be ascribed to democracies.

Those of us who celebrated the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and took part in the restoration 
and creation of democracy in the Baltic States and Central Europe 30 years ago as well as those 
who welcomed the democratic shift under Yeltsin in Russia in 1990s need to acknowledge that, 
unfortunately, the “third wave of democratization” by Huntington has definitely exhausted itself 
and is past its peak.

Since 2015-2016, we are worried about an erosion of democracy in some EU countries, especially among 
the countries of so-called “new Europe”. However, some recent developments across “old Europe” have also 
challenged values of traditional democracy. We have witnessed ministers from the Italian government (M. 
Salvini) who have been loud and proud about being populist. Additionally, the upheaval of the yellow jackets 
movement in France did not seem to have any political ideology behind it; yet the influence of the National 
Front and Marine Le Pen permanently remains quite high there. Likewise, the anti-European and pro-Kremlin 
AfD is gaining ground in Germany. Since the 2016 Brexit referendum, which by some academic experts was 
described as another example of the “angry voters” populistic revolution (alongside the presidential victory 
of Trump in the US and populists in some European countries), the UK has been lost in the Brexit-related 
matters. In the eyes of many Europeans, Poland and Hungary seem no longer keen to adhere to the basic 
values of democracies and the rule of law.

We can go on listing the problems of democratic systems today in both old and new Europe 
as well as dig deeper into the periphery of the continent, including the Western Balkans and 
the Eastern Neighbourhood countries, not to mention Russia. On another side of the Atlantic, 
the period of Donald Trump’s “Twitter” democracy, which recently resulted in the angry mob 
storming the US Capitol and casualties, appears as the period which can no longer be ascribed 
to the classical definition of democratic values for many observers.

Many indicators in the Western world and Europe clearly show that democracy, as one of the 
fundamental European values, is facing the greatest challenges. Even in the Council of Europe, 
democracy has considerably fewer protection mechanisms in comparison with human rights, 
which are protected by the European Convention on Human Rights and the Court of Human 
Rights. That is why Europeans from various countries are raising this question more and more 
often: “Democracy: Is the system broken?”.

What lies behind those “internal” challenges to democracy?

Some of the challenges we are facing today are consequential to the global 2009-2012 financial 
crisis as well as to the refugee crisis in Europe in 2015. However, there are also some long-term 
challenges associated with the development of a post-industrial society. Unfortunately, there is 
hardly any wider discussion about them.

Let us start with a few words on the challenges caused by the recent crises.
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THE CONSOLIDATION OF ANGER

After 2016, in the wake of the Brexit referendum in the UK and the victory of Donald Trump in the 
US presidential election, many articles noted the proliferation of “angry voters”, a phenomenon 
widely discussed by the Western political analysts. A large number of voters felt left behind 
economically and socially. They had lost hope for a brighter future for themselves and their 
children. Regarding this issue, it may be useful to read Charles Murray’s “Coming Apart: The 
State of White America, 1960-2010”8 and Robert D. Putnam’s “Our Kids: The American Dream 
in Crisis”9. These books are academically impressive and precise in showing that up to 40% of 
the population in the US feel this way and have lost any belief in the American Dream. As a 
result, one can see an increase in the long-term anxiety, despair and frustration, easily prone 
to believing everyone who shouts loudly: “I know who is to blame for your failures.” The first to 
be blamed are the so-called local enemies: elites, opposition powers or bad media, and then 
most often the following ones are the so-called external enemies: globalization, Brussels, liberal 
democracy, free trade, etc.

THE SEARCH FOR THE ENEMIES

Naming those to blame and as enemies is a fool-proof formula for political success via mobilization 
of disenchanted and frustrated voters. At the end of the 19th century Nikolay Chernyshevsky and 
Vladimir Lenin wrote several books titled “What Is to Be Done?” and targeted at the mobilization 
of poorly educated proletarians. In those books they formulated the question which became 
famous in Russia: “Who is guilty???”. Today’s populists are using the same approach again.

In his impressive book “The Road to Unfreedom: Russia Europe, America”10, Timothy Snyder 
demonstrates how the formula used by Carl Schmidt (a famous German philosopher sympathetic 
to the Nazis) that the most important thing in politics is to name the enemy and fight them, has 
been taken over by Vladimir Putin in declaring the West as the supposed enemy of Russia and 
using this propaganda to mobilize his own voters nowadays. Such a mass mobilization, targeted 
at “defeating the enemy”, allows the authorities to gradually weaken democratic institutions and 
democratic habits of the society.

THE COMMON IDENTITY OF “US” AND THE ENEMIZATION OF THE “OTHERNESS”

We can observe the similar phenomena in Europe. After the financial and refugee crises, the 
political culture of “old Europe” has seen the emergence of increasingly widespread phenomenon 
of the “enemization of otherness”11. Disillusioned and frustrated voters, looking for spiritual 
peace and comfort, identify themselves with like-minded people in the grassroot groups of “us”. 
The rest are considered to be the “other” or “them”. Populist leaders are very quick to realize that 
such grassroots grouping can be consolidated and mobilized, scaring it into thinking that the 
“other” of any kind are in fact their enemies. As a result, the necessity to consolidate in order to 
defend themselves against such enemies arises. Who the “other” is, depends on the imagination 
of populist leaders: for example, in our region it can be the West, the EU, neoliberalism, liberal 
democracy, George Soros, the LGBT community, some local names of pro-Western leaders, the 

8  Crown Forum (2013), ISBN 978-0307453433.
9  Simon & Schuster (2016), ISBN 978-1476769905.
10  Tim Duggan Books (2018), ISBN 978-0525574460.
11  Salvatore S, Mannarini T, Avdi E, et al. Globalization, demand of sense and enemization of the other: A psychocultural analysis of European 

societies’ sociopolitical crisis. Culture & Psychology. 2019;25(3), 345-374. DOI:10.1177/1354067X18779056.
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vaccination against COVID-19 and anything else serving the purpose of scaremongering. It is the 
use of subconscious fear that unites best the grassroot-group of “us”.

As above-cited scholars write, such grass-groups of “us” are united by the new identity of 
“paranoid belongingness”12. The populist leaders of today have learned to effectively incite 
this paranoia. The competition for ideas, the traditional competition between the left and the 
right across the political spectrum, and the ability to listen to others (a major characteristic 
of classical democracies) are  increasingly often replaced today by the primitive and ruthless 
propaganda based on blaming so-called “enemies” and inciting fear. Most important element 
here is that under the circumstances of economic and other crises the policy of enemization of 
“otherness” is successful. The disillusioned people succumb to it easily and find comfort there. 
Populists are the winners here, because traditional democratic politics does not have such 
an amount of passion and convincing narratives as does the incitement of fear. The spread 
of this subculture of naming the enemy is effectively complemented by the spread of new 
technologies for producing fake news and for waging hybrid warfare, at which the Kremlin is a 
master manipulator.

This poses the threat to democracy through prompting its gradual erosion. The incitement 
of fear leads to the coming into power of politicians who are able to incite fear but unable 
to govern the country. The early failures of these “politicians of fear” in national governance 
further exacerbate the disillusionment and frustration of any civil society. The growing and ever-
quickening pace of the cycle of frustration is the greatest enemy of democracy in Europe today.

On top of that, we still do not know what will be the long-term impact on democracy of the 
current global pandemic crisis. We have seen how the global financial crisis in 2009-2012 and the 
refugee crisis in 2015 brought the wave of “angry voters” populism in 2016. It looks like this wave 
of the “angry voters” populism could come to an end in around 2020-2021. However, we have to 
be ready for the aftermath reaction to the pandemic crisis of today along with new opportunities 
for new populists to mobilize the wave of “angry voters”. It may appear right after the global 
battle against this pandemic crisis will be won.

There is no single answer to how to break this vicious circle. Each new global crisis brings a new 
wave of the “angry voters” populism. It propels populists into power and their administrative 
failure in government leads to even larger frustration. We may assume that the “fear dependence” 
is most widespread among the “angry voters” who, by virtue of their economic and social 
situation, are disillusioned and have no faith in the future. In this case, the task of strengthening 
democracy does require new social and economic policy instruments and a new social contract 

rather than new political technology. Such an approach will help to convince the disillusioned 
ones to trust that they have not been forgotten.

When faced the yellow jackets, Emmanuel Macron, the President of France, announced that 
France needs a new social contract. It looks that his recent initiative of massive and intensive 

12  ibid.

„
The task of strengthening democracy does require new social and 

economic policy instruments and a new social contract rather than new 

political technology.
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public consultations was fruitful: the rebellious movement scaled down and almost disappeared 
from public life.

The ideological division between the traditional left and right, which emerged in Europe 
throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, is being replaced by an absolutely new division in the 
21st century. This time it occurs between those who have failed, became disillusioned, lost their 
faith in the future, are frightened and easily intimidated, on the one hand, and those who have 
succeeded, who believe in the future and who have no fear of global processes, on the other. 
Democracy will need to adapt to this new division and find new and effective ways to bridge it 
with new economic and social instruments.

This challenge to democracy has to be discussed coherently and intensely. That is why the 
EU Conference on the Future of Democracy is needed: we have to face the new reality as 
the widespread feeling of failure and abandonment is a powerful force in our societies, also 
continuously eroding our democracy. There is no time any more for mere political statements 
of concern. We need new national and the EU-wide policies, aimed at destroying the division 
between the feeling of permanent failure and personal insecurity along with the lucky feeling of 
self-satisfactory success and personal security.

THE “THIRD WAVE” OF AUTOCRATIZATION

When the tide of democratization recedes, the wave of autocratization comes in. That is what 
Anna Lührmann and Staffan I. Lindbergh demonstrated plainly in their recent article “A third 
wave of autocratization is here: what is new about it?”13. According to the authors of the article, 
this is the reality of today: “a “third wave of autocratization” affecting an unprecedented high 
number of democracies is under way. This wave unfolds slowly and piecemeal making it hard 
to evidence. Ruling elites shy away from sudden, drastic moves to autocracy and instead mimic 
democratic institutions while gradually eroding their functions.”

The “enemization of otherness” and other instruments of populism with new executive 
technologies to practically implement the “erosion of polyarchy”, allow the “contemporary 
autocrats to master the art of subverting electoral standards without breaking their democratic 
façade completely. 

Some have labelled this phenomenon as the “illiberal democracy”: “/.../ Democratic erosion 
became the modal tactic during the third wave of autocratization. Aspiring autocrats have clearly 
found a new set of tools to stay in power, and that news has spread.” 

Experts also are sending a very important warning: “very few episodes of autocratization starting 
in democracies have ever been stopped before countries become autocracies.” Periodicity of the 
democratization and autocratization waves gives us some hope that the “erosion of democracy” 
is a temporary phenomenon only and societies are able to overcome it with the new wave 
of democratization. The 21st century, if compared with the previous period, brings different 
challenges to democracy. Let us hope that populism will not become the permanent feature in 
the challenging 21st century.

13  Anna Lührmann & Staffan I. Lindberg (2019), op.cit.
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Three Huntington waves of democratization and three waves of autocratization

From: Anna Lührmann & Staffan I. Lindberg (2019) A third wave of autocratization is here: what is new 
about it?, Democratization, 26(7), 1095-1113, DOI: 10.1080/13510347.2019.1582029
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IV. THE GLOBAL POST-INDUSTRIAL CHALLENGES TOWARDS DEMOCRACY

In the 21st century, democracy will be confronted not just with the challenge of new social 
divisions. Democracy will also face what can be called “the challenge of the 21st century”. In 
other words, these are challenges to democracy in both post-industrial and digital societies. 
These are the “internal” and long-term challenges, they are just starting to take shape in our 
societies. However, it is worth considering them already today, even though the features of 
those challenges are not fully clear.

What are those challenges of the 21st century?

First of all, it is worth recalling that today’s democracy is a product of the industrial society, with 
its origins running parallel to the industrial revolution that gained enormous momentum in the 
19th century. The industrial revolution and its mass production lines resulted in the formation 
of a working class that was characterized by the similar level of qualifications, education, living 
conditions and collective interests. The need for defending those interests led to the formation 
of political parties espousing the leftist ideology. The opposing side evolved into the bourgeois 
class of owners who also had common interests and common ideology. Modern democracy, 
produced by the industrial society, according to Alexis de Tocqueville, demanded from the 
society, first and foremost, the capacity for association and rested on collective instruments: 
the ideologies of parties and competition between them, party election campaigns, and 
parliamentary scrutiny carried out by the collective opposition.

What is in it for us in the post-industrial society? It is obvious that traditional industrial production 
with employment of large labour collectives will play an even smaller role. The working class will 
be replaced by the class of robots. The way of life, education, skills and professional activities 
will become increasingly individualised and personalised. There will be a decrease in common 
issues and an increase in personal issues and interests. The satisfaction or defence of these 
interests will no longer require a substantial collective effort.

Collective parties will therefore decline in importance. This means that traditional liberal 
democracy, based on collective action and reaction, will be forced to change radically in the 21st 
century.

„
Traditional liberal democracy, based on collective action and reaction,  

will be forced to change radically in the 21st century.

And that is the question, which all traditional political parties, such as Christian democrats, social 
democrats, liberals, greens and nationalists, will need to answer. All of them will be forced to dig 
deeper not only into the political supply side (what values they are promoting and defending), 
but also into the demand side (what changes are starting to happen in their respective societies 
and how the political demand in our society is changing).

As it was rightly predicted quite many years ago by Samuel P. Huntington in his article 
“Postindustrial Politics: How Benign Will It Be?”14, in the post-industrial society “the core 
participant institution, the political party, appears to be verging on a state of institutional and 
political decay”.

14  Huntington, S. (1974). Postindustrial Politics: How Benign Will It Be? Comparative Politics, 6(2), 163-191. doi:10.2307/421460.
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Also, we can predict that well-established political structures, having a long history of activities 
and experiences, will be more and more challenged by dynamic, technology savvy, ad-hoc, one 
issue, one leader, no coherent ideology movements. They will appear just before the elections, 
make popular and successful election campaigns, and possibly disappear quite soon after the 
elections.

National political systems and governance models/methods may also undergo a radical change. 
The use of IT will lead to the increase in participatory democracy and the diminishing role for 
representative democracy; at the same time, the role of political leaders and big ideas will 
shrink. Everything in political debate will become much more personalised, more small-scaled, 
and closer to daily lives of people and different from how things are now. It is difficult to say 
today how the democratic power of people, derived from the people and serving the people, will 
adapt, but we should not be surprised if the democracy, to which we are used, will be completely 
different by the end of the century.

Such dramatic changes will naturally give rise to the fears as to how these changes will take 
place. Once again, it is an additional reason why we need to have the EU Conference on the 
Future of Democracy. We can try to comfort ourselves: if we, as individuals, can adapt to the new 
technologies, then both democracy and national governance will also adapt. But the failures 
of personal adaptation to the development of new technologies is less dangerous than the 
possible failures of democracy adaptation to new technologies and to the development of a 
post-industrial society.

That is why we have to speak not only about the future of climate change, the future of new 
technologies or the future of the EU, but also about the future of democracy while speaking 
about the future of the 21st century. It is our responsibility to create the basis for reinventing 

democracy for the future generations at the times when the society is facing a permanent 
change of basic social and economic paradigms governing life of ordinary people.

THE GLOBAL GOVERNANCE AS CHALLENGE TO DEMOCRACY

In the 21st century, we will see one more challenge to traditional democracy, the diminishing 
influence of the governments of national states on people’s lives. If we were to look at our 
own lives today, we would see that they are increasingly affected not by the decisions or 
inaction of national governments but by the decisions of global technological companies, global 
international organizations and the EU. In the future, global processes, whether good ones or 
bad ones, new technologies, and artificial intelligence will gain even more power to change the 
lives of each of us, and the national governments will surely fail to compete against it or stop it 
despite all the emotional resistance.

If these forecasts really will come true, democracies will face a new challenge: various global 
processes, in particular technological ones, yield with the difficulty to the democratic supervision 

„
It is our responsibility to create the basis for reinventing democracy 

for the future generations at the times when the society is facing a 

permanent change of basic social and economic paradigms governing  

life of ordinary people.
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or oversight, while the activities of national governments will have an ever less important 
impact on daily lives of people and, as a result, will become less interesting for everyone. The 
interest in national democratic processes may fall drastically, with a concomitant fall in electoral 
participation.

Today we can only speculate what this might mean for the governance systems of democratic 
states. So far, nothing points to the emergence of new democratic processes that would bring 
about a more effective democratic influence on global developments.

Democracy is thus a phenomenon that we take for granted and fail to give deeper thought to how 
it works today or will work tomorrow. Meanwhile, this phenomenon faces growing challenges, 
increasingly global ones. These challenges demand not only national, but also considerably 
stronger global attention.

Democracy merits a much greater concern from us, so that one day we do not have to sadly 
declare: “The system is broken”. Democracy should not become merely a beautiful museum 
exhibit like the Coliseum of Rome, a little dilapidated and no longer used, very good for a 
museum.
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V.  SUMMARY: ON THE DEMOCRACY SUMMIT AND THE EU CONFERENCE 
ON THE FUTURE OF DEMOCRACY

This paper describes major challenges global democracies are facing now and will face in the 
forthcoming future.

Some of them have to be urgently addressed by the democracies: for example, the “external” 
competition with authoritarian regimes and the necessity to defend an universal human right to 
enjoy values of democracy. Russia and China are standing out as two most menacing “external” 
challenges for the global dominance of democratic values. However, Russia is also an opportunity 
for the next wave of democracy transformation to move in, as it did last year in Belarus.

Other challenges are of more “internal” nature. They arise due to so-called tectonic changes in 
our societies. Some of them appear because of new social and economic divisions in our societies 
between those who feel successful and safe and those who are frustrated due to the permanent 
feeling of abandonment. Others come with the dramatic development of new technologies and 
the tectonic shift from an industrial to a much more individualised post-industrial society. Such a 
shift may challenge the traditional institutions of democracy created during the industrial period 
of collective values.

These challenges demand actions from democracies themselves, accompanied with clear 
strategies on how to defend and how to reinvent democracy. There is a strong need for new 
policy instruments which democracies could use in a collective way. Such instruments as the 
International Convention of Democracies on Defence of Democracy or the Global Magnitsky Act 
on Defence of Democracy can become powerful tools allowing world democracies to use them 
in a coordinated way to defend democracy against any “external” challenges.

There is a window of opportunity for democracies to make sure democracy will survive these 
challenges. It is not very clear how long this window of opportunity will remain open before the 
new wave of “angry voters” populism surges. All in all, that is why there is that particular need 
for urgent and global actions.

This window of opportunity is open because for the time being there are governments and 
political leaderships on both sides of the Atlantic which take seriously the challenges towards the 
future of democracy. The initiative of the newly-elected US President Joe Biden to convene the 
Global Democracy Summit is very timely and very important. But we should not waste it on the 
mere statements of concern and scant promises to defend democracy values. There is an urgent 
need for concrete and robust ideas for the future of democracy, in the defence of democracy 
and on the reinvention of democracy. There is a need for new international institutions and 
new international legal instruments focused on the defence of democracy and the promotion 
of democracy values.

Therefore, the EU should take leadership in preparation for the proposed Global Democracy 
Summit  on Europe‘s side. To this end, the EU should establish the EU Conference on the Future 
of Democracy, where the basic ideas for the Summit could be discussed and elaborated. Later 
on, this Conference could be transformed into the permanent European Forum on the Future 
of Democracy since it is obvious that democracy will face new and permanent challenges during 
the whole 21st century. The global democracies will have to be permanently concerned about 
the future of democracy.
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The prominent academic Samuel Huntington presented a precise analysis in his powerful book15. 
It has shown that the waves of democratization are repeating themselves with the almost 
precise periodicity of 20 years. The third wave of democratization, which started in the 1980s 
and anchored Central Europe and the Baltic States back to democracy, exhausted itself around 
the year 2000 while leaving Belarus, Russia and some other new independent states falling back 
to authoritarian rule. On the other hand, even the established European and global democracies 
started to feel the symptoms of democracy erosion during the last 20 years.

However, according to the Huntington law on regularity and periodicity of democratization 
waves, we should expect to see the signs of the Fourth Wave of democratization starting from 
2020s.

Let us prepare for this Fourth Wave. This is the only way for Europe to become a united, free 
and peaceful continent. This is also how the whole world can become much more stable as 
democracies are not fighting with each other.

The Future of Democracy is worth caring about! 

15  The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late 20th Century, University of Oklahoma Press (1993), ISBN 978-0806125169.
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