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level. Although contestation was high in South Africa under apartheid and in the United 
States prior to 1830 because there were multiparty elections, inclusion was low because vast 
segments of the population were not allowed to vote or participate. The expansion of the 
franchise in the United States during the 1830s represented an increase in inclusion, but 
substantial barriers to full inclusion remained in place until at least 1964, when the Voting 
Rights Act gave many African Americans de facto access to the vote for the first time. As 
countries located in the top left of Figure 5.1 expand the right to vote, they begin to move 
rightward along the inclusion dimension. For example, Liechtenstein pre-1984, Switzerland 
pre-1971, and France pre-1945 had high levels of contestation due to multiparty elections, 
but they had only moderate levels of inclusion because universal suffrage applied only to 
men. Most of the countries that we immediately recognize as being democracies today 
would be in the top right-hand corner of Figure 5.1 with high levels of both contestation 
and inclusion.

Dahl (1971) conceded that contestation and inclusion are only two aspects of what people 
take into account when they think of the concept of democracy. As a result, he was willing 
to drop the use of the term democracy altogether. Instead, he used the word polyarchy to 
describe a political regime with high levels of both contestation and inclusion. Another rea-
son for preferring the term polyarchy was that he did not 
believe that any large country exhibited, or could exhibit, 
sufficient levels of contestation or inclusion to rightfully 
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A polyarchy is a political regime with high levels of 
both contestation and inclusion.


