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REGIME TYPES AND 
DEMOCRATIC SEQUENCING

Jørgen Møller and Svend-Erik Skaaning

Jørgen Møller and Svend-Erik Skaaning are both associate profes-
sors in the Department of Political Science at Aarhus University in 
Denmark. Their books include Requisites of Democracy (2011) and 
Democracy and Democratization in Comparative Perspective (2012). 

Are Bulgaria, Chile, Malaysia, Moldova, Nicaragua, Senegal, and Tai-
wan all democracies? If so, are they different kinds of democracies? 
More generally, how many countries can be considered democratic to-
day, and how do such democracies differ from one another? Finally, 
what do these differences tell us about the question of “sequencing”—or 
in other words, the order in which such key attributes of democracy as 
free elections, civil and political liberties, and the rule of law are ad-
opted and institutionalized?

For students of democracy, these are fundamental questions that have 
become particularly prominent due to the surge of democratizations af-
ter the end of the Cold War. As recently as the early 1980s, democracy 
was restricted mainly to developed Western countries that had estab-
lished civil liberties and the rule of law even before the introduction 
of competitive elections based on inclusive suffrage. In the 1990s and 
2000s, democracy began spreading to regions very different both from 
the West and from each other, resulting in a growing democratic diver-
sity. Among the new democracies, many are democratic only in the elec-
toral sense; some also exhibit high levels of respect for the freedoms of 
speech, assembly, and association; and a few are further characterized 
by an effective implementation of the rule of law.

These differences have rekindled debates about both how to define 
democracy and how to bring about its deepening so that it becomes 
more than just a matter of elections. The scholarly literature on democ-
ratization is filled with fierce disagreements about what distinguishes 
democracies from autocracies, and how to distinguish different kinds 
of democracies from one another. To go with their clashes over clas-
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sification, scholars offer varying advice about how best to “sequence” 
democratic attributes: Start with the rule of law, say some, while others 
insist that competitive elections should be the first step toward building 
democracy. In order to address both debates, we have arranged a series 
of influential definitions of democracy into a typology that captures the 
most important aspects of contemporary democratic diversity. We then 
show that the present-day empirical variation in democratic regimes 
matches our conceptual hierarchy: In short, countries tend to score at 
least as well on electoral rights as on civil liberties, and at least as well 
on civil liberties as on the rule of law. Based on this observation, we 
argue that electoral competition is the most frequent and plausible first 
step in contemporary democratizations.

Among scholars of comparative democratization, there is widespread 
consensus about the merits of restricted and realistic, but not neces-
sarily minimalist, definitions of democracy.1 Such definitions offer two 
main advantages: First, the realistic and restricted criteria are generally 
more amenable to measurement across countries and over time. Second, 
such definitions do not include factors such as economic equality, and 
thereby avoid conflating democracy with some of its potential causes 
and consequences.2

This consensus does not mean that scholars who embrace such 
realistic definitions agree about the particular defining attributes of 
democracy. Some, such as Joseph A. Schumpeter, argue simply that 
democracy means competition for political power via free elections.3 
This definition is often expanded with the addition of such criteria as 
equal and universal suffrage and high levels of electoral integrity.4 
Following Robert A. Dahl, other scholars venture beyond the electoral 
realm, arguing that civil liberties such as freedom of expression, as-
sembly, and association must be part of the mix.5 Finally, Guillermo 
O’Donnell and others have added the rule of law as a defining attribute 
of democracy.6 Like democracy, “rule of law” is a contested concept. 
In this essay, we hold the rule of law to mean that effective equality 
before the law is in place and subjects all public and private agents to 
appropriate, legally established controls over the lawfulness of their 
acts. Crucially, the rule of law implies that laws—besides being gen-
eral, public, prospective (that is, non–ex post facto), and certain—are 
equally applied regardless of a citizen’s political allegiance, socioeco-
nomic status, ethnic or religious affiliation, and so on. Our definition 
is therefore more demanding than historical notions of rule by law, 
which merely imply that power is generally exercised via positive law 
rather than, say, personal decree.7 

There have been numerous attempts to make sense of these defini-
tional disagreements, yet they have tended to ignore the reality that a 
simple hierarchy characterizes the relationship between the listed defi-
nitions: The electoral qualification of equal and universal suffrage and 
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electoral integrity obviously also includes electoral competition for 
leadership in Schumpeter’s more limited sense. Likewise, Dahl’s defini-
tion of polyarchy embraces both electoral contestation and inclusion but 
adds a number of civil liberties. Finally, O’Donnell expressly accepts 
Dahl’s criteria for polyarchy but then adds the rule of law to the defini-
tion. Thus the four definitions can be situated in a simple hierarchical 
typology, as illustrated in Table 1.

The typology is based on a taxonomic hierarchy—that is, the more 
demanding definitions subsume the less demanding ones. For example, 
all polyarchies are also electoral democracies and minimalist democra-
cies (but not liberal democracies). This does not mean that the end point 
of democratic theory is the notion of liberal democracy. Rather, the ty-
pology simply indicates that liberal democracy is the most expansive 
definition that is regularly employed in empirical research on democra-
tization by scholars who can be situated in the realistic tradition. 

In naming the different types of democracy, we have used well-
established terms. To the extent possible, these terms are meant to 
signal the crucial distinctions between the different definitions. Hence, 
the Schumpeterian definition is called minimalist democracy because 
it is the “thinnest” definition within the realistic tradition; electoral 
democracy signifies a maximization of the electoral criterion but noth-
ing else; polyarchy is the inescapable term for Dahl’s definition; and 
liberal democracy denotes a combination of inclusive elections, civil 
liberties, and the rule of law.8

The hierarchical logic underlying the typology is impeccable. Yet 
there are two potential objections to our typology that we must counter. 
First, does minimalist democracy actually qualify as democracy? And 
second, can elections truly be competitive in the absence of civil liber-
ties and the rule of law?

Our typology’s main goal is to capture and systematize the most 
influential realistic definitions of democracy found in the literature. 
Hence, the first thing to note is that minimalist democracy is meant 
to describe the essence of Schumpeter’s famous definition of democ-
racy as the “institutional arrangement for arriving at political deci-
sions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of 

Competitive 
Elections

Inclusive Elections 
with High Integrity

Civil 
Liberties

Rule of 
Law

Minimalist 
Democracy +

Electoral 
Democracy + +

Polyarchy + + +

Liberal
Democracy + + + +

TABLE 1—A TYPOLOGY OF DEMOCRATIC POLITICAL REGIMES
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a competitive struggle for the people’s vote.” Schumpeter insists on 
no requirement beyond this electoral criterion—indeed, he empha-
sizes that “the democratic method does not necessarily guarantee a 
greater amount of individual freedom than another political method 
would permit in similar circumstances.”9 Two important specifica-
tions about the extent of the “free competition for a free vote” are 
often ignored, however. First, Schumpeter stresses that equal and 
universal suffrage is not part of his definition, arguing that “if per-
sons below the age limit are not allowed to vote, we cannot call a 
nation undemocratic that for the same or analogous reasons excludes 
other people as well.”10

Second, Schumpeter would categorize a given country as what we call 
a “minimalist democracy” even where competition was “unfair” (though 
only to a certain extent, after which the “fraudulent” competition disquali-
fies a country from being a democracy).11 In a nutshell, Schumpeter’s 
only hard and fast criterion is that the selection of who governs must be 
based on a competitive vote. Adam Przeworski and his coauthors specify 
this definition with three electoral criteria: ex ante uncertainty (the real 
possibility that incumbents can lose), ex post irreversibility (the winners 
assume office), and repeatability—no more, no less.12 

Our notion of minimalist democracy matches Schumpeter’s formu-
la, which neither stipulates equal and universal suffrage nor demands 
high levels of electoral integrity. Many scholars, finding Schumpeter’s 
definition to be insufficient for democracy, have expanded his defini-
tion, and these arguments need to be briefly considered. Needless to 
say, in the absence of equal and universal suffrage, we are dealing with 
a truly minimalist form of democracy. Yet the Schumpeterian formu-
lation reflects the very core of any definition of democracy—namely, 
sovereignty of the people based on the rule of the many. Competition for 
leadership via the ballot box is simply the sine qua non of any definition 
of (modern) democracy. 

It makes sense to use this criterion to separate democracies from au-
tocracies. The different kinds of democracies can then be defined by 
adding criteria, thereby moving from thinner to thicker types within our 
typology. In other words, the presence of the Schumpeterian baseline 
enables us to disaggregate most of what is sometimes called the “gray 
zone” between liberal democracy and autocracy,13 based on some of the 
most important distinctions within democratic theory. Here, it is impor-
tant to note that our hierarchical distinctions do not imply that countries 
have historically tended to descend the levels of our typology from top 
to bottom. Our point is simply that, according to democratic theory, 
competitive elections are the logical starting point for any attempt to hi-
erarchically order the realistic definitions presently employed by schol-
ars doing empirical research.

More precisely, we have situated different conceptions of democra-
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cy within a landscape where elections for political leaders are compet-
itive. Only if elections are absent or not competitive do we categorize 
countries as autocracies. On this basis, we argue that a term such as 
“competitive authoritarianism”14 is problematic. If authoritarians are 
forced to allow real competition—if they feel they must hold elections 
that might actually turn them out of power—then they have given in 
to democracy, at least in a minimal sense. And this remains so even if 
they use state resources to tilt the playing field. On the other hand, if 
the contest is so manipulated that the incumbents face no genuine risk 
of losing, we are stretching the concept of authoritarianism by using 
the adjective “competitive.”

But does it really make sense to talk about competitive elections 
unless citizens enjoy liberal freedoms safeguarded by the rule of law? 
Yes, according to Schumpeter. Even O’Donnell, who advocates a more 
robust definition, acknowledges that in many developing countries 
“the democratic, participatory rights of polyarchy are respected. But 
the liberal component of democracy is systematically violated.”15 If 
valid, O’Donnell’s observation demonstrates that democratic compe-
tition can occur despite shortcomings in civil liberties and the rule 
of law. His Latin American and postcommunist examples, in which 
citizens are not subjected to direct coercion when voting, votes are 
counted fairly, and voters ultimately decide who assumes government 
office, show that it is indeed possible for electoral rights to be broadly 
respected despite more general transgressions of liberal freedoms and 
the rule of law. 

More generally, the very reason that so many scholars in recent de-
cades have proposed concepts such as electoral democracy, illiberal de-
mocracy, delegative democracy, and even competitive authoritarianism 
is that they see a need to define empirical instances in which genuine 
electoral competition occurs in the absence of other constitutive ele-
ments of liberal democracy. This supports the notion that there can be 
competitive elections even when civil liberties are violated and the rule 
of law barely exists. In a number of countries, including Bangladesh, 
Guatemala, Malawi, Thailand, and Ukraine, officeholders regularly 
abuse state power to suppress civil liberties, and the rule of law remains 
a far-off ideal. Nonetheless, incumbents face the real danger of being 
ousted in elections. The notion of minimalist democracy therefore does 
have empirical resonance.

The Distribution of Countries in 2011

Can the distinctions between liberal democracy, polyarchy, elec-
toral democracy, minimalist democracy, and autocracy be measured 
systematically? If so, what patterns emerge? Capturing the distinctions 
reported in Table 1 requires assessments of the attributes of electoral 
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rights, civil liberties, and the rule of law. We use the yearly Freedom 
in the World survey by Freedom House (FH) for this purpose. The FH 
data are not without shortcomings, but among readily available mea-
sures, FH’s is the best known, covers the widest range of countries, 
and offers indicators that match the attributes of our typology fairly 
well.

In order to achieve a high correspondence between concepts and em-
pirical indicators, we get “under the hood” of the FH survey. That is to 
say, we use the disaggregated data that are publicly available beginning 
in 2005 rather than the broader Political Rights and Civil Liberties in-
dices that FH offers as its topline findings.16 We use the subcomponent 
scores of the indicator “electoral process” to measure the attribute of 
electoral rights—and thus minimalist democracy and electoral democ-
racy. This scale ranges from 0 to 12. In our operationalization, a country 
is a minimalist democracy if it earns a score of 7 or higher and an elec-
toral democracy if it scores at least 11. 

In order to measure civil liberties, we use the subcomponent scores 
found under the indicators “associational and organizational rights” 
and “freedom of expression and belief.” To qualify as a polyarchy, 
a country must score at least 11 (on a scale of 0 to 12) on the former 
indicator and at least 14 (on a scale of 0 to 16) on the latter, while scor-
ing at least 11 on the electoral-process indicator. Finally, in addition 
to the polyarchy criteria, a country must score at least 14 (on a scale 
of 0 to 16) on the rule-of-law indicator in order to qualify as a liberal 
democracy. 

The thresholds of 11 and 14 on the electoral-process and rule-of-law 
scores, respectively, delimit the point at which performance is virtually 
flawless. An electoral-process score of 7, which marks the boundary 
between autocracy and minimalist democracy, is similar to the thresh-
old that FH uses to compile its list of “electoral democracies.”17 When 
we refer to deficiencies or shortcomings in civil liberties or the rule 
of law, it means that a country’s scores fall below the high thresholds. 
With regard to electoral process, countries that score from 7 to 10 (the 
two thresholds used to operationalize the different achievements on this 
attribute) are classified as having “moderate” deficiencies or shortcom-
ings, while those scoring below 7 are considered to have severe short-
comings.

In Table 2 below, we have distributed the 195 countries included in 
the Freedom in the World survey for 2011 (the latest one available at the 
time of this writing in late 2012) according to the distinctions between 
different kinds of democracies that emerge when we apply the method 
described above. There are 121 democracies. Forty of these—includ-
ing countries such as Ecuador, Malawi, and the Philippines—are only 
minimalist democracies; another 41—including Norway, Slovenia, and 
Uruguay—fulfill all the criteria for liberal democracy. In between are 
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17 electoral democracies that are deficient in civil liberties (and, in most 
cases, the rule of law as well) and 23 polyarchies lacking in the rule 
of law. Among the electoral democracies are countries such as Brazil, 
Indonesia, and Moldova. Among the polyarchies are countries such as 
Croatia, Ghana, and South Korea.

Returning to the questions posed at the outset of this essay, we can 
now—based on our conceptual framework and the FH data—declare 
Malaysia and Nicaragua nondemocracies. Bulgaria, Chile, India, Mol-
dova, Senegal, and Taiwan, by contrast, are all democracies. But they 
are different kinds of democracies. At one end of the spectrum, we find 
the minimalist democracies of Moldova and Senegal, where only the 
competitiveness of the elections is ensured. At the other end are Chile 
and Taiwan, where high-quality elections, civil liberties, and the rule of 
law combine. In between are India’s electoral democracy, where elec-
toral rights are respected but deficiencies exist with regard both to civil 
liberties and the rule of law, and Bulgaria’s polyarchy, where only the 
effective implementation of the rule of law is absent from the full liber-
al-democratic package. Finally, all these cases differ from autocracies 
such as Burundi, Russia, and Kuwait—and the aforementioned Malaysia 
and Nicaragua—where there is not even genuine electoral competition 
for leadership.

This exercise shows the empirical power of a comprehensive typol-
ogy that cuts down on complexity by grouping countries into relatively 
homogenous categories based on established distinctions within demo-
cratic theory. The particular scoring of the countries is, of course, no 
more convincing than the employed dataset, and some readers might 
dispute the categorization of specific countries. If we focus on the gen-
eral patterns, however, an interesting question emerges: To what extent 
does the hierarchical logic of our distinctions, illustrated in Table 1, fit 
the empirical relationship indicated by the distribution of countries in 
Table 2? More concretely, do citizens in countries where the rule of law 
is functioning also enjoy full respect for their civil liberties and electoral 
rights? And are there few countries with electoral shortcomings but full 
respect for civil liberties? In this way, our conceptual typology is test-
able by the extent to which the empirical variation in Table 2 corrobo-
rates the hierarchy of democracies. 

Table 2 shows that the empirical reality in 2011 closely resembles 
the conceptual hierarchy. Among the countries with effective imple-
mentation of the rule of law, only Japan has shortcomings on civil 
liberties18 and only Monaco has shortcomings on electoral rights. 
Moreover, only Benin, Monaco, Mongolia, Namibia, and Vanuatu are 
characterized by moderate shortcomings in electoral rights but high 
scores on political liberties. Thus, although exceptions exist, they 
are few in number. Indeed, based on the operationalizations reported 
above, 189 of 195 countries—97 percent—fit the hierarchical logic.19 
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For the most part, countries perform at least as well on electoral rights 
as on civil liberties, and at least as well on civil liberties as on the rule 
of law.

The Road to Democratic Deepening

If the democratic diversity illustrated in Table 2 has breathed new 
life into the sequencing debate, the empirical hierarchy shown in 
Table 1 offers a guide for exploring the disagreement. Discussion re-
volves around two questions: Which attributes of liberal democracy 
have in fact tended to come first in the democratization processes, 
and which attributes should come first in order best to facilitate dem-
ocratic deepening? The first issue is descriptive, whereas the second 
is prescriptive.

More specifically, the debate has focused on the sequencing of 
state-building, liberal constitutionalism, and mass participation in 
elections. The most common point of departure is the observation that 
the original sequence leading to democracy in Western Europe and 
its settler colonies (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United 
States) was one in which state-building and the rise of liberal consti-
tutionalism preceded large-scale electoral democratization. T.H. Mar-
shall famously described this sequence, noting that the development 
of civil rights (including the rule of law and civil liberties) preceded 
the introduction of political citizenship in the form of inclusive suf-
frage.20 Fareed Zakaria and others have taken this history and used it 
to make the prescriptive argument that the rule of law and civil lib-
erties should precede electoral democratization in order to enhance 
democratic deepening.21 Likewise, based on analyses indicating that 
electoral democratization in the context of weak state institutions in-
creases the risk of open conflict, Edward Mansfield and Jack Snyder 
have recommended that external powers should not support what they 
term “out-of-sequence” transitions.22

These prescriptions have drawn sharp criticism. As Thomas Caroth-
ers has argued, autocrats generally have poor incentives (and therefore 
bad records) when it comes to both state-building and fostering the rule 
of law, whereas no such inherent tension exists in democracies. Indeed, 
vertical accountability via elections is likely to facilitate certain aspects 
of both state-building and the rule of law. Furthermore, Carothers ob-
serves that it is, in any case, impossible to wait for years on end for 
elections, because elections are today universally demanded.23 Looking 
to history, Sheri Berman points out that the original Western democra-
tizations, riddled as they were with repeated violence, destabilization, 
and democratic setbacks, were far from harmonious yet eventually suc-
ceeded anyway.24

One should always keep in mind the established rule of logic which 
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holds that descriptive observations alone cannot sustain a prescriptive 
conclusion. A particular sequence may be absent not because it is im-
possible or ill-advised, but simply because it has not been consistently 
tried yet. Still, the descriptive patterns are important to the sequencing 
debate for at least two reasons. First, all participants in the debate seem 
to agree that outsiders can do little to “re-engineer a country’s political 
institutions.”25 Second, there seems to be an increasing recognition that 
a country’s structural conditions (such as its level of socioeconomic de-
velopment) can place serious constraints on the ability of domestic ac-
tors to construct efficient institutions, particularly with respect to state-
building and the rule of law.

If we accept these premises, it follows that the descriptive patterns 
tell us a lot about what is possible with respect to sequencing. The ef-
fects imposed by structural obstacles to democratic deepening, so the 
argument goes, will be reflected in the current sequencing. We have 
already demonstrated a particular hierarchy of types of democracy. This 
hierarchy shows that, in today’s world, countries tend to do at least as 
well on electoral rights as on civil liberties, and at least as well on civil 
liberties as on the rule of law. This sequencing can be examined in more 
detail by tracing the movements of countries within our typology be-
tween 2005 and 2011. During these years, there were 72 instances of 
countries moving from one category to another. Only 6 of these shifts 
were out of line with the hierarchy—that is, the country strayed from the 
common order of acquiring democratic attributes.26 One such exception 
was Mongolia. It had displayed moderate shortcomings with regard to 
electoral rights, as well as deficiencies with regard to both civil liberties 
and the rule of law. Yet in 2009, observers of the country saw respect 
for civil liberties improve at a rate that outpaced any improvement in re-
spect for electoral rights. Another example is the Dominican Republic, 
which from 2009 to 2010 witnessed a deterioration from no shortcom-
ings to moderate shortcomings in electoral rights while maintaining a 
high level of respect for civil liberties. 

Such outliers must of course be recognized, and if we could extend 
the analysis further back in time, more exceptions would come to light. 
But far more prevalent in the period under investigation in this article 
(2005 to 2011) are changes that fit the conceptual ordering of demo-
cratic attributes, such as when the Czech Republic in 2006 qualified 
for the set of liberal democracies through improvements in the rule of 
law, or when Honduras, Madagascar, Mozambique, and Venezuela in 
2009 slid from being minimalist democracies to being autocracies as 
their electoral-rights scores grew worse while (as expected) their scores 
for political liberties and the rule of law failed to show any offsetting 
improvement. Cases such as these tend to further corroborate the exis-
tence of an empirical hierarchy in the order according to which liberal 
democracy’s attributes are acquired. The “autocratic pathway” to liberal 
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democracy, which privileges the rule of law over electoral rights, almost 
never occurs in today’s world.

The Historical Shift in Sequencing

We have already mentioned that the historical path leading to liberal 
democracy in Western Europe and the West European settler colonies 
was dramatically different from the contemporary one that we have de-
scribed here. Why has the sequence changed? First of all, the original 
Western sequence was—as Francis Fukuyama has recently argued27—
based on a unique process of state-formation in which constitutionalism 
preceded electoral democratization by centuries. A whole literature re-
volves around this process, and the general conclusion seems to be that 
Western development was based on a unique combination of factors not 
present elsewhere.28 Other areas of the world do not have a long legacy 
of constitutionalism, including representative institutions and the rule of 
law, to fortify their efforts to democratize.

Moreover, the decades since the fall of Soviet communism have been 
characterized by the ideological victory of democracy. This democratic 
Zeitgeist means that any political opening is associated with popular de-
mands for competitive elections.29 Yet as structural conditions—for ex-
ample economic development, identity-based divisions, and experience 
with democracy—still constrain state-building and the effectiveness of 
the rule of law, countries tend to take electoral steps before having civil 
liberties and the rule of law in place, as we have just witnessed in Tu-
nisia and Egypt following the “Arab Spring.” Developing civil liberties 
and, particularly, the rule of law simply depends more heavily on struc-
tural factors than is the case as regards competitive elections, which 
often become the focal point of attention for citizens and external donors 
during political openings.

For these reasons, it is hard to envisage an alternative sequence pre-
vailing over that of our hierarchy. This does not mean that we believe 
the movement from thinner to thicker types of democracy is easy or 
predestined. Given the structural obstacles to effective state-building 
and the development of rule of law, there is reason to be skeptical about 
the ability of many developing countries to progress much beyond the 
electoral starting point, at least in the short to medium term. 

Getting at the heart of the sequencing debate, as Marc Plattner once 
wrote in these pages, “The real issue is whether the nineteenth-century 
sequence of first liberalism, then democracy, can work today, when 
the progress of liberal ideas has undermined traditional nondemo-
cratic claims to political legitimacy.”30 Our findings coupled with the 
theoretical insights about the uniqueness of the original Western se-
quence and the current democratic Zeitgeist strongly indicate that the 
answer to Plattner’s question is “No, that original sequence cannot 
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work today.” This conclusion is reflected in the contemporary empiri-
cal sequence in which electoral rights are respected at least as much as 
political liberties, which are respected at least as much as the rule of 
law. This empirical sequence demonstrates the salience of our typol-
ogy of democratic regime types. Not only does this typology present 
a systematic way to capture the most influential definitions used in 
empirical research on democratization, its hierarchical logic is also in 
line with contemporary empirical realities.

Our conceptual distinctions allow us to solve two problems that have 
plagued the literature on democratization. First, rather than search-
ing for the one “best” definition of democracy, we have shown that it 
makes sense to bring together the definitions of Schumpeter, Dahl, and 
O’Donnell, among others, in a typology. Second, the manner in which 
countries distribute themselves across this typology shows that today 
electoral rights tend to be respected no less than—and indeed often more 
than—civil liberties and the rule of law are respected. This finding, 
along with theoretical arguments about the universal call for elections 
and the way in which unpropitious structures constrain the development 
of other democratic attributes, exposes the autocratic pathway to liberal 
democracy as unrealistic for most developing countries. Today, there is 
only one plausible first step on the pathway to democracy, and that step 
is competitive elections. 
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