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of anti-majoritarian institutions as evidence of democratic backsliding.1 As our discussion of 

the different visions of democracy indicates, though, this needn’t be the case. These institu-

tional reforms may simply signal the adoption of a more majoritarian vision of democracy.2 

As Przeworski (2022, 7) reminds us, the preference for a liberal or consensus democracy over 

a majoritarian, or what he calls an electoral, democracy is, in large part, an ideological one. 

Democracy doesn’t require external (non-self-imposed) constraints to be placed on the majority. 

Our ideological preferences, though, may lead us to think that such constraints are beneficial.

Majoritarian and Consensus Institutions

The different institutions we’ve examined in the past four chapters can be thought of in terms 

of whether they concentrate or disperse power. In effect, they determine the extent to which a 

country’s constitution is majoritarian or consensual. Table 15.1 illustrates whether a particular 

“institution” is more majoritarian or more consensual.3 The decisions to adopt majoritarian 

or consensus institutions aren’t entirely independent of one another. Choosing to adopt cer-

tain majoritarian institutions can virtually guarantee having to live with other majoritarian 

institutions. Similarly, choosing to adopt certain consensus institutions virtually guarantees 

1 This feeds into how they measure things. For example, as we noted in Chapter 12, the Electoral Integrity Project automati-

cally codes a country as having lower electoral integrity if it employs majoritarian electoral rules. Similarly, some measures 

of democracy, such as Polity IV, automatically code a country as less democratic if it doesn’t place constraints on executive 

power (Marshall, Gurr, and Jaggers 2017).

2 Of course, these reforms may, in fact, be designed to facilitate a shift toward authoritarianism. Our point is simply that this 

needn’t be the case. The difficulty of distinguishing between whether these reforms are designed simply to promote a dif-

ferent type of democratic vision or to usher in a period of authoritarian rule highlights once again the difficulty that schol-

ars face in trying to empirically identify democratic backsliding.

3 Table 15.1 gives the impression that institutions are either majoritarian or consensus. This, however, is somewhat mislead-

ing because the extent to which institutions disperse or concentrate power is best thought of as a continuum. For example, 

some forms of bicameralism disperse power more than others. Similarly, some electoral systems are more proportional than 

others. The extent to which particular institutions disperse power depends crucially on exactly what form they take.

Institution Majoritarian Consensus

Electoral system Majoritarian Proportional

Party system Two parties Many parties

Government type Single-party majority Coalition/minority

Federalism Unitary Federal

Bicameralism Unicameral Bicameral

Constitutionalism Legislative supremacy constitution Higher law constitution

Note: There are two sets of institutions—the top set and the bottom set. The institutions in each set are causally 
related.

TABLE 15.1 ■    Institutions and the Majoritarian-Consensus Dimension




