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What are the global
challenges to democracy?

ALIRIAZ

political situation in the United States as
the Republicans have become the willing
accomplices of those who have expressed
disdain for democracy. But the US is not
the only place where such polarisation
and political tribalism has threatened
social and political cohesion. The United
Kingdom, Hungary, Turkey, Venezuela,
and the Philippines are experiencing
similar kinds of political tribalism.

In Bangladesh, in the past decade,
institutional decay was matched with a
similar kind of polarisation in the name
of nationalism, a particular interpretation
of the spirit of liberation, and the role of

Globally, democracy is in crisis. An array
of countries, from newly democratised
nations to consolidated democracies,
are experiencing severe backsliding.
Described by Nancy Bermeo as “the
state-led debilitation or elimination of
the political institutions sustaining an
AliRiaz €Xisting democracy”, the phenomenon
is distinguished professor has gripped the entire world. Starting
of political science at - as an aberration to the “Third Wave of
lllinois State University  hyemocracy” in the early 2000s, the
and a non-resident senior ’ .
Jellow of the Atlantic  Phenomenon has become the defining
Council. feature of our time. Both empirical data

provided by various organisations and
analytical studies conducted by scholars
have amply demonstrated the past 16
years have been difficult for democracy.
In a report published in November
2021, the Stockholm-based organisation,

religion in politics.

The polarisation has resulted from
and then accelerated by the rhetoric of
political leaders, especially those who
either seek or want to retain power, and
falsehood. This has become the second

most important challenge to democracy.
As the chasm was constructed, political
leaders with the agenda to undermine
democracy have used incendiary
rhetoric against people and democratic

the International Institute of Democracy
and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), had
stated that, “more than a quarter of

the world’s population now live in
democratically backsliding countries.
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segregation rather than
reconciliation and a sense of
moral superiority rather
than equality.
Deepening of
the polarisation
has engendered a
mindset of “us
versus “them”.
Debates have

mainstream media. Corporate influences
combined with legal restrictions imposed
on them have weakened their influence.
Besides, in many countries media’s
ownership has been overtaken by the
allies of the government, thus has become
an unofficial spokesperson of the regimes.
These media tend to set agenda that is
comfortable for the regime. In Hungary,
more than half of the media is now under
the control of Victor Orban'’s allies. Media

been turned « ctor _
into a way of Ownership Monitoring (MOM) project
vilification; of the Reporters Without Borders (RSF),
division has reported in December 2021 that Turkey’s
been made into mediascape is firmly under the control of
a chasm. Often the people affiliated with the government.
the opponents are For example, cight Qaily newspapers
portrayed as enemies, among the top 10 c1rcula.u?d, nine out
not only the party but of 10 most watched television stations,
A of the nation and state, and seven out of 10 most visited websites
ILLUSTRATION: and therefore, it is insisted belong to owners affiliated with the ruling
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that they need to be vanquished.
Differences have been wrapped around
the notion of moral positions; they are
presented as irreconcilable differences
and mutually exclusive camps have been
created on purpose for political gains.
This kind of polarisation has become
pernicious because it has led to a “zero-
sum” game and thus promotes “victory at
any cost”, even il it requires abandoning
the basic principles of democracy. This
phenomenon is evident in the current

Justice and Development Party (AKP).
Businesspeople, with deep connections
to the government and interests in other
sectors, are the principal shareholders of
companies that own the top 40 media
outlets. Mohmmad Sajjadur Rahman and
I conducted a survey of the Bangladeshi
media ownership which revealed that
most of the media has deep ties with the
present government and major media
houses have businesses in sectors which

CONTINUED ON PAGE 9



