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Democratic Divergence 

          The book Democracy in Retreat: The Revolt of the Middle Class and the Worldwide 

Decline of Representative Government by Joshua Kurlantzick tries to discuss the history of 

democratic divergence from the period after the end of the cold war. The book discusses that 

when a nation becomes more economically developed with the middle class people taking root of 

the development the more the democratic it becomes. The theory has been used to explain 

several scenarios in different countries, including the growth of the European Union, the 

American foreign policy, and the democratic occurrences in various states, including Taiwan, 

South Korea, and Russia. The states started experiencing a heated fight for democracy one it 

started developing economically with the middle class seeking to have the authoritarian 

government in power recognize their will. In the event the process of democratization in a 

country retreats or fails, much blame is placed on the aberrant groups in the country like the rise 

of local autocrats, authoritarian Chinese influence, and Islamism in the states that have the 

religious group having majority followers. The theory of democratic divergence has posed as one 

of the most disturbing phenomena in some countries where people, especially the middle-class 

rise up to fight for democracy but eventually lead to either a pass for democracy or a retreat. 

The paradox of democratic divergence mainly brings about two groups, the ruling 

authoritarian government and the revolutionary group that is primarily composed of the middle 
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class who are agitated and are fighting for democracy. The two camps mainly form the 

opponents, and the supporters of democracy who due to differences in ideologies and opinion on 

various issues essential like the economy and differences among political leaders like during the 

European expansion (POLI120_Class_Notes_Jan27.pdf Slide 1). If the opponents of democracy 

and its principles are the majority, they successfully destabilize democracy and further 

consolidate political order marred by authoritarianism. Unfortunately, the opponents must be 

brought out if democracy can be stable. The social survival threat is the main problem of 

democratic stability, thus a requirement that the democratic mobilization should have a 

continually strong linkage between particular interests and a massive demand for democratic 

change. A good example is Thailand, where the fighters of democracy included the middle class 

who were the majority in population and never relented but continuously build-up to fight for 

and attain democracy (Kurlantzick 26). However, social and political polarization is always the 

resultant linkage effect that causes some groups in the community to lose property rights, mainly 

the middle class. To gain stability in the wave of such occurrences requires radicalization that 

will push for the authoritarian government to give and return the property rights to its people. 

The minimum requirements for a successful democratic revolution and regime are based 

on factors like the presence of competitive and alternating elites who are keen on fostering, 

leading, and engaging in the fight for democracy. The electoral mechanism within the country 

should also ensure that the will of the people cast through votes can equally be translated to 

power and policy, thus creating the ruling government that treasures democratic principles and 

the wishes of its voters. There should also be total inclusion unless in exceptional circumstances 

of all groups within the society to ensure that there is no continued polarization and conflicts of 

interest so as there can be stability in reigning democracy (POLI120_Class_Notes_Jan24.pdf 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1GLELuGwsdyvfA0M1OYhVOH6sFW4ouayo/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/18cz6L150mr3DvDTw6KBDmil04uhGY1f9/view?usp=drive_web
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Slide 2). During the transition of democracy, sufficient demand is required to ensure that 

democratization is put on the state policy list, which can also lead to divergent outcomes that 

include the possibility of either stable or unstable outcomes. The defining factor becomes the 

intensity and demand for democracy, which, if on the upper end, would increase the probabilities 

of a stable democratic regime. But if the linkage exceeds the power of the demand and intensity, 

there is always a likelihood of survival threats to the interests of the democrats, which majorly 

include regulation property rights and middle-class taxation (Kurlantzick 67).  Besides, if the 

threat is more significant, there is a higher probability of the formation of the anti-democratic 

coalition’s tent to form around anti-democratic institutions. The movements then translate to 

democratic parties that then start fighting for democracy and engage in overthrowing the 

authoritarian regimes. Further, the likelihood of democracy entering a state’s policy plan is 

determined by a vast difference in the costs and benefits of the minimum winning coalition. 

There are majorly two paths of democracy and include either incremental or 

discontinuous systems. In the former, democracy is gradually introduced into a country over a 

long time but eventually leads to democratic order. The system is evident in Great Britain, where 

the institutionalization of democracy started in 1832 and further lasted until 1920. The process 

began with the enfranchisement of the middles class in 1832, took several years to 1847 where 

there then came the property-owning rights among the middle class, and further in 1889 where 

unskilled workers were granted their rights (POLI120_Class_Notes_Feb3.pdf Slide 5). The 

discontinuous system, on the other hand, is created by a democratic regime that has been voted 

in, thus imposing democracy to the state and further leading to polarization due to opposition 

from the authoritarian movements like it has happened in France and Germany in the 1800s 

(Kurlantzick 99). The imposition system causes radical distribution that then results in a social 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1X9W73HcTo3YyCCrxxo4L8nmEjJJoybpk/view?usp=drive_web
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survival threat that then causes a social survival threat whose primary beneficiaries include the 

groups that benefit from the status quo. The later system of democratic institutionalization in a 

state requires bargaining between the opponents and the supporters, thus a more likelihood of 

stability due to a lack of conflicting interests. However, all the democratic transitions threaten 

some fundamental interests revolving around the critical groups against the prevailing 

democratic ideologies safe for the fact that the opposition is dependent on the ability of the ruling 

regime to address their interests. As a result, there would always be the cost of democratic 

transition, starting from either transition cost or performance costs.  

However, if the democratization process has taken place, institutional bridging to follow 

the ideology of the ruling regime takes forth. The bridging institutions have the capacity that 

would enable the incorporation of interest groups to the state’s policy as it happened in Europe. 

The main reason for this includes the fact that the institutions like in Europe had unmatched 

access to representation and enforceability that increases their bargaining power and eliminates 

social survival threats. The democratization of every state should be followed by the process of 

creating the required institutions that will be tasked with managing the democratic state, thus 

reducing the cost of the characteristics that, if not well managed, can lead to instability and 

democratic breakdown (Kurlantzick 166).  They should be able to handle the free-rider and 

divergence problems to enhance the stability of the newly formed democratic state.  Institutional 

distortions will also need to be addressed mainly by ensuring the formation of an electoral rule 

that will guide overrepresentation and underrepresentation. There should also be a balance 

between the majority and the minorities with the former group must be protected from the 

predation of the latter group, which should possess the powers of enacting preferences.  The 

minorities should also be protected from transitional costs by the majority in the ruling 
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democratic regime to prevent further instances of conflict of interest. The above should be done 

by a consensus done through collective bargaining that will then maintain the status quo. 

However, the history of democratic divergence dates back to the 1500s during the era of 

traditional leadership and the sovereign paradox. The paradox explains the origin of the modern 

territorial states, which were founded by weak territorial leaders like the kings who later turned 

to be mighty leaders. The poor and weak kings learned to accumulate wealth by accumulating 

resources in varied ways, including the introduction of taxation to their subjects and the 

introduction of intense compliance policies. The system currently explains the logic of the 

modern state and the third party enforcement of the order, which in the traditional regimes was 

guided by policing but affected with the problem of accountability Kurlantzick 154). As a result, 

the system developed a strategy to solve the accountability problem among others that were 

affecting their effectiveness by introducing institutional efficiency. The strategy ensured the 

provision of public aid and the production of private goods that were of higher value than those 

of the competitors. The public goods enjoyed the advantages of non- exclusivity, indivisibility, 

law, and order, efficient property rights, and joint production rights. However, the territorial 

rulers enjoyed the advantage of winning both public and private goods due to institutional 

benefits and the creation of supreme laws that gave them a competitive advantage. The rulers 

could use the courts to come up with rules and regulations that would efficiently help them to 

win the market favorably. However, the demand for institutional innovation is brought about by 

several factors, including the increasing demographic growth, commercialization, and 

urbanization, thus the increased demand for more efficient and massive scale regulation and 

property rights. However, in the event, there is a failure of self-regulation by the local institutions 

when they face an indistinct prisoner’s dilemma, thus granting the territorial rulers the power to 
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regulate local institutions and hence the sovereign surrender paradox 

(POLI120_Class_Notes_Jan8.pdf. Slide 1) Summarily, the sovereign surrender paradox is 

described by power maximization where the rulers face incentives that make them expand their 

territorial rule to increase their revenue to fight in a war and meet the demands of critical 

subjects who will then enhance the efficiency of their administration. The process leads to the 

development of institutional monopoly power over order, property, and standards of legislation.  

Continued institutionalization and brought up the age of the estates and courts that then 

brought up various political issues, including war and peace, land legal cases, and religious 

order. The estates persisted in the fight for their interests, thus their development to parliament. 

The fate of the estates, however, depended on the ruler’s preference either to eliminate them or to 

incorporate them into bureaucratic agencies governed and conditioned by the ruler’s will. In the 

event the estates were more powerful, the rulers entered into a bargaining agreement that then 

allowed them and gave them power to act as legislative (POLI120_Class_Notes_Jan8.pdf Slide 

3). The indulgence of the estates in political power and their influence of authority became a 

significant factor in the fight for democracy, specifically in Europe. The estates mainly consisted 

of three groups that were defined by social-political and economic standards and included the 

nobility, the clergy, and towns, most of whose majority were the middle-class people. Their 

actions and characteristics can be classified either into cohesion or bargaining, all of which were 

the means they used to assert their power and will to fight for their freedom, thus democracy 

(Kurlantzick 178). Cohesive estates are described by their ability to fight and resist outside 

threats like bribes while the other defined by their ability to negotiate and reach a consensus with 

the ruling regime. In all the events, their actions depict their start of democracy, where the estates 

came out to fight for their rights within the ruling regime. They fought against the centralization 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/16yKo8jWMD_iARXfMGbt-MmnUrh1YQTIJ/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16yKo8jWMD_iARXfMGbt-MmnUrh1YQTIJ/view?usp=drive_web
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of power by the territorial leaders and wanted to have their say in the governance of their 

territories. 

In conclusion, the theory of democratic divergence has a long history that dates back 

from the 1500s and has been used to explain how various states in the world had to attain their 

democracy. Mainly, in the fight for democracy, there are always two opposing camps who differ 

in ideologies and interests with each of the camp trying to defend its position. The authoritarian 

regime which is always in power at that time serves its interests through consolidation of power 

and manipulation of institutions like the courts and the estates to safeguard its authority. It also 

tries to manipulate and weaken the opposing camps through coercion or collective bargaining 

with intention of safeguarding their authority over their counterparts. The democratic fighters on 

the other hand are always a group of the people mainly from the middle class that are fighting for 

economic freedom which they believe can only be accessed if there is a democratic government. 

They form rebel against the authoritarian regime through massive demonstrations with the main 

intention of making sure they force them out of power. The success of their fight depends on 

how massive they demonstrate that they need democracy and their bargaining power. The 

stability of the democracy however depend on if the opposing groups will be able to amicably 

agree to transform to a democratic nation thus limiting the probabilities of opposition and 

conflict of interest. 
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