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abstract

Over the past decade, Tunisia, Indonesia, and Turkey have experienced 

democratic dynamics that indicate a downward trend despite previously 

being viewed as models of successful democratic transitions in their 

respective regions. This study examined the factors contributing to the 

democratic backsliding in these three countries through a qualitative 

analysis of the relevant literature. The research employed democratic 

backsliding as a framework for analysis. The results indicated that strategic 

election manipulation, the strengthening of executive power (executive 

aggrandisement), and restrictions on civil liberties are common patterns that 

emerge in the three countries. In Indonesia, the weakening of democratic 

institutions such as the Corruption Eradication Commission and the 

Constitutional Court, and regulations that restrict freedom of expression, 

demonstrate the characteristics of a f lawed democracy. In Tunisia, a 

constitutional coup led by President Kais Saïed resulted in a consolidation 

of power and a transition to a hybrid form of government. Meanwhile, in 

Turkey, the changes to the political system made by Erdoğan accelerated 

the shift toward electoral authoritarianism. This article contributes to a 

deeper understanding of democratic backsliding in developing countries. It 

highlights the importance of maintaining a balance between power and civil 

liberties in fostering a healthy democracy.
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INTRODUCTION

The global democratic phenomenon exhibits increasingly complex 
dynamics (B E RC H , 202 3). The year 2024 marked a significant milestone in the 
history of modern democracy, with more than half the worldʼs population 
participating in elections across 76 countries (E I U,  202 4). While elections are 
a fundamental element of democracy, their quality and integrity remain 
crucial issues (D U DA N K A R & K ,  2 02 4 ;  N OV I L I A E T A L . ,  2 02 4). The 2024 Democracy 
Index report noted that only 43 of the 76 countries held free and fair elec-
tions, and this figure included the 27 members of the European Union. 
Even in populous countries such as Bangladesh, Brazil, India, Indonesia, 
Mexico, Pakistan, Russia, and the United States, freedom of expression and 
the independence of electoral institutions remain under pressure (E I U,  202 4).

The quality of global democracy is also reflected in the Democracy 
Index 2023, where out of 167 countries, only 24 are categorised as “full 
democracies,” and 50 as “flawed democracies,” while the rest fall into the 
categories of “hybrid regimes” and “authoritarian regimes” (E I U,  2 02 3). The 
level of substantive democracy remains far from ideal (S PA I S E R E T A L . ,  2 014). 
Even in established democracies like the United States and the United 
Kingdom, democratic erosion is occurring due to political polarisation, de-
clining public trust in elections, and the increasing influence of oligarchs 
(H AG G A R D & K AU F M A N , 2 02 1 ;  L E V I T S K Y & Z I B L AT T,  2 018). Religion-state relations are 
a crucial factor distinguishing the dynamics of democracy across regions. 
Hinnebusch (2 0 06) emphasised that the democratisation process cannot 
be separated from historical factors, colonial legacies, and religious in-
terpretations in politics. Muslim countries, such as Indonesia, Turkey, 
and Tunisia, exemplify these challenges (D E M I R ,  2 02 4 ;  K I M U R A & A N U G R A H , 2 02 4 ;

L E I N I N G E R ,  2 022 ;  S O M E R , 2 02 4 ;  S YA H BA & FA H A DAY N A , 2 02 4). 

In Indonesia, democracy is built on Pancasila as the state ideolo-
gy, which recognises religious diversity. Still, post-reformation, there was 
an increase in identity politics that impacted civil liberties and deepened 
social polarisation in the country (H A N A N , 2 02 0). Turkey has pursued a strict 
secularist path since the era of Kemal Atatürk. However, under Erdoğanʼs 
leadership, there has been a re-Islamisation of the public sphere, accom-
panied by the centralisation of power and the transformation of the par-
liamentary system into a presidential one (YAV U Z , 2 02 4;  Y I L M A Z , 2 025). Freedom 
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House (2 02 3A) even classified Turkey as a “not free” country. Meanwhile, 
Tunisia was initially hailed as “the only success story of the Arab Spring.” 
However, since 2021, President Kais Saïed has implemented measures 
to consolidate power that limit the role of parliament, accompanied by 
increasing debate about the role of political Islam in the public sphere 
(M A R Z O U K I ,  2 022 ;  S A H I D E E T A L . ,  2 022). 

The democratic decline in Muslim-majority countries cannot be 
explained solely by the absence of fully developed or formal democratic 
institutions in them. It also reflects social, cultural, and political factors 
that shape how democracy is practiced and experienced in these contexts. 
These dynamics emerge from complex interactions among state institu-
tions, political parties, religious groups, and civil society. Recent studies 
indicate that weaknesses in the rule of law, corruption, and low levels of 
public participation further contribute to the erosion of democratic qual-
ity (A S H FAQ E T A L . ,  2 02 3 ;  K U RU, 2 014). The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated 
this trend even further, as many governments have employed emergency 
measures to restrict civil liberties in reaction to it (M O D E BA D Z E ,  2 022 ;  N Ě M C OVÁ , 

2 02 4). Globally, the rise of authoritarian states such as China and Russia 
has further weakened democratic norms by supporting non-democratic 
regimes and spreading disinformation (I B I D.). Technology and social media 
also play a dual role – as a means of participation as well as an instrument 
for polarising and manipulating public opinion (I B I D. ;  S AT O & W I E B R E C H T, 2 02 4).

Democratic decline has become a major focus of contemporary 
academic research. Numerous studies have identified various internal 
factors driving democratic decline, including conflicts between legisla-
tive and executive institutions (L E V I T S K Y & WAY, 2 02 0), institutional tensions 
(H U B E R & PI S C I O T TA , 2 02 3), and challenges from domestic interest groups that 
contribute to instability (Ö Z C A N , 2 018). Furthermore, numerous studies have 
explored the historical roots and structural causes of democratic decline 
(B E R M E O, 2 016 ;  WA L DN E R & L U S T,  2 018), highlighting the role of populism, political 
polarisation (KO E H L E R ,  2 02 3), dynastic politics (WA D I PA L A PA & T Y S ON , 2 025), elec-
tion manipulation (U R M A N & M A K H O R T Y K H , 2 025), low public participation, and 
the role of social media in political communication (H A RG O N O E T A L . ,  2 02 4). 
Democratic decline impacts not only domestic governance but also global 
political stability (L Ü H R M A N N & L I N DB E RG , 2 019). State institutions and civil so-
ciety organisations are seen as having an ambivalent role in this respect, 
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either strengthening or accelerating the erosion of democracy, depending 
on their capacity and independence (D I A M ON D, 2020 ;  M E C H KOVA E T A L . ,  2017;  S VO L I K ,

2 019;  WO L K E N S T E I N ,  2 02 3). On the other hand, authoritarian regimes often uti-
lise strategies such as constitutional amendments, media control, and re-
strictions on political freedoms to weaken democratic institutions (SA R SA R , 

2 022). International actors, including supranational organisations, major 
powers such as the United States and the European Union, and religious 
institutions such as the Vatican, play a dual role in both maintaining and 
hindering democracy (DA LY,  2 019 ;  L E V I T S K Y & Z I B L AT T,  2 018 ;  WA L DN E R & L U S T,  2 018). 
However, the effectiveness and consistency of their interventions remain 
a matter of debate. At the domestic level, political parties (WO L K E N S T E I N ,  2 022 ;

Z A M Ę C K I & S Z Y M A Ń S K I ,  2023), independent media (B E N N E T T & K N E U E R , 202 4), and social 
movements  (D E L L A PO RTA & RO S S I ,  2013) influence democratic dynamics through 
their interactions with state institutions and civil society. Therefore, this 
study aims to fill this gap by analysing the dynamics of democratic decline 
in three Muslim-majority countries – Indonesia, Turkey, and Tunisia – 
with a focus on how each country is moving toward a flawed democracy 
or hybrid regime. The main question asked was: What factors contributed 
to the decline of democracy in Indonesia, Tunisia, and Turkey?

LITERATURE REVIEW

AN OVERVIEW OF CREATED CONTENT RELATED 
TO DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING

Several researchers have studied the phenomenon of democratic de-
cline in various countries using diverse approaches. Previous studies have 
attempted to answer whether the strategies and actions undertaken by 
political actors had contributed to the weakening of democratic institu-
tions or strengthened them. These questions pose a challenge to many ac-
ademics and policymakers in terms of understanding global trends related 
to democratic erosion. In previous literature, studies on democratic decline 
have employed various concepts and models to identify the key variables 
that influence this process. Various approaches have been employed to 
analyse how countries experience democratic decline, whether through 
coups, the erosion of democratic institutions, or electoral manipulation. 
Table 1 presents the classification and definition of democratic decline 
as outlined in several studies conducted to date.
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TABLE 1: A TAXONOMY OF RELEVANT RESEARCH TEXTS

Author(s) Purpose and Focus Methodology Definition of Democratic Backsliding

Málaga & Ramos 
Silveira (2024)

To examine democratic 
decline as a phenomenon 
through an analysis of the 
2023 coup attempt in Brazil.

Qualitative Democratic decline refers 
to the erosion of political 
pluralism within the framework 
of democratic rule of law.

Bauer & Becker 

(2016)

To analyses contemporary 
forms of democratic decline.

Qualitative Democratic decline refers to 
the weakening or erosion of 
democratic institutions by the 
state. Contemporary forms of 
it include increased executive 
power and promissory note 
coups, often legitimised through 
democratic processes.

Keck (2022) To highlight three 
key perspectives for 
understanding democratic 
decline: democratic erosion, 
democratic backsliding, and 
abusive constitutionalism.

Mixed Methods Democratic decline is the process 
by which political institutions 
that support and sustain 
democracy are weakened or 
eliminated by the state itself.

Ejaz & Thornton 

(2024)

To develop a public model as a 
tool for democratic oversight 
and evaluate its effectiveness 
through two empirical 
strategies: experiments.

Mixed Methods Extreme political polarisation can 
lead to a decline in democracy by 
eroding support for democratic 
institutions and increasing tolerance 
for authoritarian practices.

Sadowski (2024) To analyse the democratic 
decline and support for 
democracy in Poland.

Qualitative Democratic decline is the process by 
which democratic institutions, norms, 
and practices are gradually weakened 
or eliminated, often by state actors.

Castaldo & 

Memoli (2024)

To examine the decline 
of democracy in Central 
and Eastern Europe.

Qualitative Democratic decline refers to a 
decline in the quality of democracy 
that is characterised by the 
erosion of political rights and 
civil liberties within a country.

Holgado & 

Urribarri (2024)

To examine how elected 
leaders in Argentina, 
Ecuador, and Venezuela 
exploit legalistic strategies 
to undermine democracy.

Comparative Democratic decline involves the 
gradual dismantling of elements 
of liberal democracy, where 
executive power undermines 
the democratic system through 
seemingly legitimate legal means.

Prozorova 

(2024)

To explore how post-
Soviet Russian autocracies 
manipulate democratic 
structures and create 
“electoral autocracies”.

Exploratory Democratic decline is characterised 
by the transformation of a democratic 
political system into one that is 
formally still called a democracy, but 
in practice weakens political freedoms, 
human rights, and mechanisms 
of government accountability.

Rivera & 

Lecaros (2025)

To analyse the impact 
of conservative religious 
authoritarianism on 
democracy in Peru, focusing 
on the convergence of Catholic 
and Evangelical actors.

Qualitative Erosion of fundamental elements of 
classical democracy, turning political 
opponents into illegitimate “enemies.”

Tretter (2025) To explore the ambivalent 
relationship between religion 
and democracy, particularly 
the influence of spiritual tech 
on democratic processes.

Perspective 
analysis, proposing 
a review process 
for spiritual tech.

Not explicitly defined, but the text 
implies that unregulated spiritual 
tech could threaten democracy.

Filetti (2014) To test hypotheses on the 
influence of religiosity 
on political attitudes in 
Georgia and Azerbaijan.

Comparative Not explicitly defined, but the 
text suggests that diverse roles 
of religion in different contexts 
could affect democratic values.

Cesari & Fox 

(2016)

To examine the concept of 
hegemonic religion and its 

relationship with democracy.

Empirical analysis 
using RAS2, Polity, 
and CIRI datasets.

Not explicitly defined, but the 
text suggests a strong association 
between religious hegemony 
and lack of democracy.
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Hashemi (2016) To explore the relationship 
between religion and 
political legitimacy in the 
Muslim Middle East.

Critical exploration 
with a historical 
and cultural focus.

Not explicitly defined, but 
the text implies that political 
legitimacy derived from religion 
challenges democracy.

Brathwaite & 
Bramsen (2011)

To reexamines the 
relationship between 
democracy and the separation 
of religion and state.

Principal component 
analysis of 125 
countries.

Not explicity defined, but 
increased separation of religion 
and state correlates with 
higher levels of democracy.

Forster (2023) To investigate the intersection 
of political and theological 
beliefs during the COVID-19 
pandemic and their 
impact on democracy.

Qualitative 
literature review.

Erosion of democracy and 
human rights through populist 
political theologies.

Source: Authors (2025).

Table 1 shows that democratic decline can be understood as a grad-
ual process of weakening or eliminating democratic institutions, norms, 
and practices that is often carried out by state actors themselves. This 
phenomenon can occur through various mechanisms, such as a reduction 
of political pluralism (M Á L AGA & S I LV E I R A ,  202 4), an increase in executive power 
and democratically legitimised coups (BAU E R & B E C K E R ,  2 016), and the erosion 
of political institutions that underpin democracy (K E C K , 2022). Furthermore, 
extreme political polarisation also contributes to democratic decline by 
eroding support for democratic institutions and increasing tolerance for 
authoritarian practices (E JA Z & T H O R N T ON , 202 4). In some countries, democrat-
ic decline is reflected in a weakening of civil liberties, a decrease in judi-
cial independence, and election manipulation, as has occurred in Poland 
(S A D OW S K I ,  2 02 4) and Central and Eastern Europe (C A S TA L D O & M E M O L I ,  2 02 4).

Democratic decline can also occur through seemingly legitimate, 
legalistic strategies, such as elected leaders exploiting legal channels to 
undermine the democratic system (H O L G A D O & U R R I B A R R I ,  2 02 4). In post-So-
viet Russia, democratic decline is characterised by the manipulation of 
a political system that formally remains democratic but in practice limits 
political freedoms, human rights, and government accountability mecha-
nisms (PRO Z O ROVA , 2 02 4). Thus, democratic decline is not only about drastic 
structural changes but can also occur gradually through various policies 
and actions that slowly erode democratic values.

Studies on the relationship between religion and democracy show 
that democratic decline can be influenced not only by institutional and 
structural factors but also by the mobilisation of religious authority and 
cultural norms. Rivera & Lecaros (2 025) analyse the impact of conserva-
tive religious authoritarianism on democracy in Peru, focusing on the 
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convergence of Catholic and Evangelical actors there. They argue that 
democratic decline occurs through the erosion of fundamental elements 
of classical democracy, as political opponents are delegitimised and treated 
as “enemies.” Religion in this context acts as a mobilising factor, shaping 
political cleavages and influencing state policies in ways that constrain 
democratic pluralism. Similarly, Tretter (2 02 5) explores the ambivalent 
relationship between religion and democracy, highlighting how tech-
nological spiritual movements (spiritual tech) can pose indirect threats 
to democratic processes when unregulated.

Filetti (2014) shows that religiosity affects political attitudes in differ-
ent contexts, such as those of Georgia and Azerbaijan, indicating that the 
role of religion in democracy can vary depending on social and cultural 
settings. Cesari & Fox (2 016) examine hegemonic religions and their rela-
tionship with democracy, finding a strong association between religious 
dominance and the weakening of democratic norms. Hashemi (2 016) high-
lights challenges to democracy in the Muslim Middle East, where politi-
cal legitimacy derived from religion can constrain democratic freedoms. 
Brathwaite & Bramsen (2 011) demonstrate that an increased separation 
between religion and state correlates with higher levels of democracy, em-
phasising the institutional dimension of secularism as a stabilising factor. 

Foster (2 02 3) finds that the intersection of political and theological 
beliefs during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic can accelerate dem-
ocratic erosion, as populist political theologies undermine human rights 
and civil liberties. Collectively, these studies illustrate that democratic 
decline in religious contexts is multidimensional: it involves institutional 
weakening, delegitimisation of political opponents, manipulation of cul-
tural and religious norms, and varying degrees of secular or religious au-
thority in shaping state policies. This body of research suggests that any 
analysis of democratic backsliding must account for both formal political 
structures and the sociocultural mechanisms through which religion in-
teracts with state power.
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METHODS

DATA COLLECTION

This study employed a comparative, most-different systems with 
similar outcomes (MDSO) design, selecting three countries as units 
of analysis: Indonesia, Tunisia, and Turkey. These three countries were 
chosen purposively because despite the significant differences in their 
historical, institutional, and ideological contexts – Indonesia is the largest 
democracy in Southeast Asia with a secular tradition based on Pancasila, 
Tunisia is a post-Arab Spring transitional country that experienced 
a self-coup in 2021, and Turkey is a country with a legacy of secularism 
undergoing a process of re-Islamisation and centralisation of power – all 
three exhibit similar developments, namely democratic backsliding. This 
comparative approach aims to identify more general causal mechanisms 
behind the pattern of democratic backsliding, such as executive aggran-
disement and electoral manipulation. To achieve this goal, this study used 
process-tracing methods in regard to each case to explore the sequence of 
events and causal mechanisms in depth, as well as structured cross-case 
comparisons to identify relevant similarities and differences. With this 
design, the research attempted to isolate the main causal factors, such as 
the weakness of the party system, the formation of oligarchic coalitions, 
and the practice of authoritarian legalism, and to place context variables 
– especially the relationship between religion and state and the institu-
tional heritage – as moderating factors that influence the configuration
of the mechanisms of democratic decline in each country.

This research used a qualitative comparative case study design. 
Qualitative research aims to gain an in-depth understanding of a phenom-
enon (C R E S W E L L ,  2 018). This approach does not include the analysis of an ob-
jectively determined scope, frequency, or cause-and-effect relationships. 
In general, qualitative research relies on narrative or textual data rather 
than numerical data (S YA H BA & FA H A DAY N A , 2 02 4). According to Thomas (2 0 05), 
this approach is employed to explain phenomena as they occur in re-
al-world contexts, utilising written data from various sources, including in-
terviews, scientific journals, books, theses, and official government reports. 
This study analysed three countries from different regions: Indonesia, 
Tunisia, and Turkey. The selection of these three countries was based on 
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their unique democratic dynamics and differing regimes, yet they exhib-
it similar trends of decline. The three countries were chosen because of 
their different political histories, legal systems, and regional contexts, yet 
also their similar trends of democratic decline (decline in terms of EIU/
Freedom House scores). For each country, process tracing was applied  
to identify causal mechanisms linking structural factors to executive tac-
tics. The results of the process tracing were then compared in a structured 
manner to identify similarities in mechanisms across the cases.

First, Indonesia was chosen because it is the largest democracy in 
Southeast Asia and is often cited as an example of a successful transi-
tion from an authoritarian regime to democracy, as it experienced such 
a transition following the Suharto era. Even Hillary Clinton once praised 
Indonesiaʼs success in juxtaposing Islam and democracy (S A H I D E & S AT R I S ,

2 02 1). Indonesia is known as a semi-secular, Muslim-majority country 
where Islamic values often intersect with political practices, though it si-
multaneously maintains a state structure that is not based on a particular 
religion. Over time, Indonesia has faced significant challenges, including 
the rise of identity politics, the erosion of democratic institutions, and the 
prevalence of oligarchy in the political process (FAT I M AT U Z Z A H R A & D E W I ,  2 02 1 ;

N OV I L I A E T A L . ,  202 4; WA DI PA L A PA & T YS ON , 2025). Second, Tunisia is often classified as 
a semi-Islamic country in comparative studies; however, this designation 
requires careful contextualisation. While Islam is recognised there as the 
religion of the state, the Tunisian Constitution ultimately establishes the 
country as a civil state which can be interpreted as secular. This outcome 
reflects the compromise during the 2011 constitution-drafting process, in 
which religious identity was balanced with secular governance. Moreover, 
Tunisia’s legal framework is strongly influenced by the Code of Personal 
Status introduced by Bourguiba, which remains one of the most secular 
legal codes in the Maghreb region. This code, particularly regarding wom-
en’s inheritance and personal status laws, was not reformed under the 
Ennahda government in a conservative or liberal sense, which highlights 
the limited role of Sharia as a primary source of law. Indeed, during the 
period 2011–2021, Sharia was not among the main sources of legislation, 
and the Tunisian legal system continued to operate largely under the secu-
lar provisions of the Bourguiban code (KO E H L E R ,  2 02 3 ;  M E H R E Z E T A L . ,  2 025 ;  S YA H BA 

& FA H A DAY N A , 2 02 4). Therefore, describing Tunisia simply as “semi-Islamic” 
oversimplifies its complex legal and political structure, which integrates 
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secularist principles within a predominantly Muslim society. Third, Turkey 
was once considered a model country that successfully combined de-
mocracy with moderate political Islam, which made it an example of 
a semi-Islamic state in governance practices. However, over the past decade, 
Turkey has experienced a significant decline in its democratic standards. 
The government under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has demonstrated author-
itarian tendencies through its consolidation of power, repression of the 
opposition, and restrictions on media freedom and judicial institutions 
(R E U T E R S ,  2 02 3). The following table classifies the countries by regime type:

TABLE 2: THE COUNTRIES AND THEIR REGIME TYPES

Country Region Rezime Description

Indonesia Southeast Asia Semi-secular Indonesia is categorised as semi-secular. 
Its constitution does not explicitly 
define the state as secular or Islamic, 
but it accommodates religious elements 
in political and social life. This allows 
religion to influence society and 
politics while democratic institutions 
and civil liberties are maintained.

Tunisia Middle East and 
North Africa.

Semi-Islamic Tunisia is often labeled as semi-Islamic, 
but this requires contextual clarification. 
While Islam is recognised as the official 
religion, the Tunisian Constitution 
establishes the country as a civil state 
which can be interpreted as secular. The 
legal system relies largely on the Bourguiba 
Code of Personal Status, one of the most 
secular frameworks in the Maghreb, 
which remained mostly unchanged 
under the Ennahda government. Sharia 
is not a primary source of legislation, 
and secular legal provisions govern civil, 
family, and personal status matters

Turkey West Europe Secular Turkey is classified as secular. Its 
constitution explicitly enshrines the 
principle of secularism, ensuring the 
separation of religion and state. Religious 
institutions do not directly influence the 
government or legislation, and freedom 
of religion is guaranteed. Historically, 
Turkey combined democracy with 
moderate political Islam, but recent years 
have shown a decline in its democratic 
standards due to authoritarian trends 
connected with government policies.

Table 2 is based on indicators used by international institutions such 
as the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) and Freedom House, which mea-
sure the quality of democracy in various countries.
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TABLE 3: CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES

Country Type Score Characteristics

Full Democracy > 8 Civil and political liberties are guaranteed, the political 
culture is stable, the government is transparent, 
the judiciary is independent, the media is free, and 
checks and balances are functioning effectively.

Flawed Democracy 6 – 8 Elections are generally free and fair, but challenges persist, 
including pressure on the media, a weak political opposition, 
and low voter participation. Civil liberties are respected, but 
weaknesses remain in the governance system and political culture.

Hybrid Regime 4 – 6 Elections are frequently manipulated, the opposition is 
repressed, media freedom is limited, corruption is widespread, 
the rule of law is weak, and judicial independence is limited.

Authoritarian Regime < 4 Political control is tight, elections are neither free nor 
fair, civil liberties are severely limited, the media is state-
controlled, the opposition is repressed, and the legal system 
is subservient to the interests of the ruling regime.

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit (2024)

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

This research used the conceptual framework of democratic back-
sliding as developed by Nancy Bermeo. According to Bermeo (2 016), dem-
ocratic backsliding is a form of gradual autocratisation, usually led by 
executive actors, rather than the result of a military coup or a rapid tran-
sition to an authoritarian regime. This phenomenon is characterised by 
the weakening of democratic institutions through often legal and formal 
means, which makes it difficult to identify it as a violation of democra-
cy immediately. Furthermore, Munck (2 016) emphasised that democrat-
ic backsliding can be recognised through a decline in the quality of the 
democratic system, particularly in the way state institutions implement 
democratic principles. Democratic degradation is typically character-
ised by the weakening of three primary pillars of democracy: freedom of 
choice, protection from tyranny, and equality in civil liberties. The loss 
of any one of these pillars is a strong indication of democratic regression 
(S YA H BA & FA H A DAY N A , 2 02 4). In the post-authoritarian context, the role of civil 
society becomes crucial in the consolidation of democracy. Civil society 
refers to social groups that actively participate in political life and act 
as a counterweight to state power. Their activities encompass various forms 
of political engagement, including policy advocacy, public campaigns, and 
oversight of state institutions (C H A N D H O K E ,  2 0 07). 
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The analytical perspective used in the present study is an agen-
cy-based approach emphasising the role of state actors – particularly 
the executive – in initiating the weakening of democratic institutions. 
Therefore, this study does not equate backsliding with all forms of auto-
cratisation, but rather specifically focuses on the gradual regression that 
occurs and is carried out through the instruments of executive power. 
Although the concept of democratic decline used here is based on Bermeoʼs 
thinking regarding changes in democratic institutions, the indicators used 
in this study are adapted from the Economist Intelligence Unit, which 
provides a more concrete measure of the dynamics of democratic tran-
sition and regression. The following table presents the main principles 
of democracy, indicators of transition to democracy (progress), and indi-
cators of democratic decline (regression), which serve as the basis for the 
analysis in this study.

TABLE 4: PRINCIPLES OF DEMOCRACY, DEMOCRATIC TRANSITION, AND DEMOCRATIC DECLINE

Principles of 

Democracy

Democratic Transition

(Democracy Indicators Improve)

Democratic Decline

(Declining Democracy Indicators)

Citizen 
Participation

Political participation rates increase, 
demonstrating an active involvement of 
citizens in elections and public policy.

Political participation declines, indicating 
apathy or restrictions on political rights.

Constitution Constitutional reforms strengthen 
democratic rights and the rule of law.

Constitutional changes limit freedoms 
or strengthen executive power.

Separation 
of Powers

The balance between the 
executive, legislative, and judicial 
branches strengthens.

Concentration of power in the hands of 
the executive, which reduces the roles of 
the legislative and judicial branches.

Rule of Law The government is more accountable, 
transparent, and subject to the law.

Weakening of the rule of law and 
increasing impunity for state officials.

Pol it ical 
Plural isat ion

The number of  pol it ical  part ies  and 
the freedom of  opposit ion increase .

The decl ine of  pol it ical  part ies  due to 
government restr ict ions or  pressure .

Elect ion Law Election reforms become more 
transparent  and inclusive , 
ensuring fair  e lect ions .

Elect ion manipulat ion,  restr ict ions 
on the opposit ion,  or  the removal  of 
voting r ights  for  certain groups.

Civ i l  S ociety Freedom of  expression increases , 
and civ i l  society organisations 
become more active  in  promoting i t .

Restr ict ions on NG Os,  act iv ists , 
and freedom of  assembly.

Gender Equal ity The role  of  women in pol it ics  and 
society increases  substantial ly.

Womenʼs  r ights  are  restr icted or 
merely promoted sy mbolical ly 
w ithout  any real  impact .

Media and 
Journal ism

The media becomes freer 
and more independent , 
and monitors  government 
pol ic ies  w ithout  pressure .

Media censorship increases ,  and journal ists 
are  int imid ated or  cr iminal ised.

Source: Processed by the Authors, who referred to the Economist Intelligence Unit in doing so (2024). 
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Table 4 illustrates the key principles that underpin democracy, 
as well as how these indicators change in the context of democratic tran-
sition (progression) and democratic decline (regression). The principles 
presented in the table encompass essential elements of democracy, includ-
ing citizen participation, constitutional supremacy, separation of powers, 
the rule of law, political pluralism, electoral law, the role of civil society, 
gender equality, and freedom of the media and journalism.

Each principle is outlined in terms of two directions of change in 
the table: the first column contains transition indicators that demonstrate 
improvements in the quality of democracy, such as increased political par-
ticipation, strengthened constitutional institutions, and freedom of asso-
ciation; the second includes regression indicators that reflect a decline 
or weakening of democracy, such as decreased citizen participation, the 
concentration of power in the executive, and restrictions on the media, 
journalists, and civil society groups. This table provides a comprehen-
sive analytical framework for understanding a countryʼs political dynam-
ics, identifying whether it is moving toward democratic consolidation or 
experiencing regression. By referencing indicators from the Economist 
Intelligence Unit, which were processed and adapted by the authors, this 
table serves as a primary tool for identifying patterns of democratic change 
in the analysed case studies.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The state of global democracy in 2024, as seen on the Democracy 
Index map, indicates democratic regression in several countries, including 
Indonesia, Tunisia, and Turkey. The three predominantly Muslim coun-
tries analysed in this study come from different regions but face relatively 
similar challenges in maintaining their democratic systems. Based on the 
Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) classification, Turkey and Tunisia are 
now categorised as hybrid regimes, while Indonesia is classified as a flawed 
democracy (E I U,  2 02 4). This change in the classification reflects a decline in 
the quality of democracy in terms of political participation, the rule of law, 
and civil liberties. In other words, the democratic decline in these three 
countries is not only procedural but also substantive, as will be further 
discussed in the analysis of democratic indicators for each case. 
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FIGURE 1: WORLD MAP OF DEMOCRACY INDEX ANALYSIS OF DEMOCRATIC 

DECLINE BASED ON DEMOCRACY INDICATORS: INDONESIA

Since transitioning from an authoritarian regime in 1998, Indonesia 
has demonstrated significant democratic progress marked by increased 
political pluralism, media freedom, and the peaceful transfer of power 
through repeated elections (K A L E M B A N G , 2 02 4). Post-reform Indonesia has 
held six presidential and vice-presidential elections in 1999, 2004, 2009, 
2014, 2019, and most recently in 2024. However, during President Joko 
Widodoʼs tenure, various global democracy indices have actually record-
ed a decline in the quality of democracy in Indonesia. During his admin-
istration, Indonesiaʼs status was never outside the category of a flawed 
democracy (T E M P O, 2 02 4). President Widodo himself comes from a civilian 
background and was elected through a democratic mechanism. Although 
initially seen as a symbol of democratisation and the antithesis of the old 
political elite, the Jokowi administration actually showed various symp-
toms of weakening democracy, including increasing corruption, discrim-
ination, and violence against minority groups; the unresolved conflict in 
Papua, and the misuse of legal instruments such as defamation and blas-
phemy laws for political gain (F E B R I A N DY & WA H I D,  2 02 4). According to a report 

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit (2024).
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by the EIU (2 02 4), the trend of democracy in Indonesia in the 2014–2024 
period showed a fluctuating pattern but generally pointed towards decline.

FIGURE 2: DEMOCRACY INDEX INDONESIA 2014–2024 

On February 14, 2024, Indonesia held simultaneous general elections 
encompassing the elections to the presidency, the House of Representatives 
(DPR), and the Regional Representative Council (DPD), and legislative 
elections at the provincial, district, and city levels (K U I P E R S E T A L . ,  2 02 4). The 
Prabowo Subianto and Gibran Rakabuming Raka ticket, nominated by the 
Gerindra Party and supported by a large coalition, won with 58.6 percent 
of the vote and won in 36 of 38 provinces (DW I R A H AY U E T A L . ,  202 4;  N OV I L I A E T A L . , 

202 4). However, the election process was marred by allegations of violations, 
including intimidation of polling officers and misuse of social assistance 
by President Widodo for campaign purposes (FAT I M AT U Z Z A H R A & D E W I ,  2 02 1 ;

N OV I L I A E T A L . ,  2 02 4). Although the Constitutional Court found no significant 
legal violations, the controversy heightened concerns about the integrity 
of the election and the neutrality of state institutions, the main founda-
tions of electoral democracy.

Furthermore, political pluralism is also under pressure from reg-
ulations that limit the participation of new political parties. Although 

Source: EIU Democracy Index (2024).
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the constitution guarantees the right to form parties, the factual verifi-
cation requirements in the 2017 Election Law make it difficult for small 
parties to compete on equal terms (N U G RO H O,  2 02 4). Provisions such as 
the requirement to have leadership positions in all provinces reinforce 
the dominance of established large parties and hinder the emergence of 
political alternatives. Consequently, the space for diverse representation in 
Indonesian democracy is increasingly narrowing, indicating a regression 
in political inclusivity and party pluralism (A S PI NA L L & M I E T Z N E R ,  2019). The de-
cline of democracy is also evident in the constitutional realm. The changes 
to the minimum age requirements for presidential and vice-presidential 
candidates resulting from a Constitutional Court ruling in October 2023, 
were highly controversial and not entirely free from conflicts of interest. 
The Constitutional Courtʼs decision paved the way for individuals under 
40 to run as presidential or vice-presidential candidates, whereas previous 
regulations had required candidates for these positions to be 40 or old-
er (F R E E D O M H O U S E ,  2 02 4A ;  Y U D H I S T I R A & N U R D I N ,  2 02 4). The Constitutional Courtʼs 
ruling was actually made to clear the way for Gibran Rakabuming Raka 
(President Widodoʼs son) to run as Prabowo Subiantoʼs vice presidential 
candidate. Coincidentally, the Chief Justice of the Constitutional Court 
at the time was Anwar Usman, Joko Widodoʼs brother-in-law. Therefore, 
this dynamic reinforced the public perception that the constitution was 
being manipulated for the political interests of the ruling family (U S M A N &

S E T I A D I ,  2 02 3). Kaesang Pangarep, Jokowiʼs youngest son, was even appoint-
ed Chairman of the PSI just two days after officially joining the party. 
The involvement of the Chief Justice of the Constitutional Court, who is 
also President Jokowiʼs brother-in-law, in the ruling on the age limit issue 
without him resigning created a legitimacy crisis regarding the indepen-
dence of the nationʼs highest legal institution (M U R A D I & S I L A S ,  2 02 4). 

The separation of powers, a key pillar of the democratic system, 
is also facing erosion. The dominance of the executive branch over 
the legislative and judicial branches weakens the principle of checks and 
balances. The involvement of actors with family ties to the president in 
key decision-making at the Constitutional Court demonstrates that the 
judiciary is not entirely free from political interference (F R E E D OM H O U S E , 202 4A). 
The trias politica is not functioning as intended, which further reinforc-
es the impression of a consolidation of power that leads to an oligar-
chic system of government and reduces the deliberative space in public 
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decision-making. High levels of corruption in various state institutions 
further exacerbate this situation. Transparency International (202 4) ranked 
Indonesia 99th out of 180 countries in its global corruption rankings with 
a score of 37, which reflects a weak accountability and oversight system. 
The country’s reforms aimed at eradicating corruption have stagnat-
ed, particularly following the institutional weakening of the Corruption 
Eradication Commission (KPK) and the political interference in the legal 
process. Bribery, embezzlement, and abuse of power persist, eroding pub-
lic trust in democratic institutions (F R E E D O M H O U S E ,  2 02 4A).

Citizen participation in Indonesian democracy presents a unique 
irony. While election turnout is high, substantive citizen participation re-
mains low due to the dominance of political elites and structural discrimi-
nation. In several regions, religious minorities face administrative obstacles 
in the processing of important documents, which directly impacts their 
voting rights and access to public services (I B I D.). These discriminatory 
practices highlight the stateʼs inability to ensure equal political rights for 
all its citizens. In the same context, civil society, as a pillar of democracy, 
faces increasing pressure. While actively advocating for human rights and 
governance issues, it faces various forms of silencing, ranging from crim-
inalisation and digital harassment to physical violence. The government 
frequently uses the Electronic Information and Transactions (ITE) Law 
as a legal tool to silence criticism, narrow the space for public discussion, 
and weaken the role of civil society in maintaining democratic account-
ability (B U RC H A N U DD I N & S O R E ,  2 02 4).

Gender equality is also a crucial indicator of a democracyʼs quality. 
Although the electoral system mandates a 30 percent quota for womenʼs 
representation on legislative candidate lists, actual results have not fully 
reflected this provision. In the 2024 elections, womenʼs representation 
in the House of Representatives (DPR) reached 22 percent, the highest 
percentage of this variable in Indonesian history. However, women still 
face cultural and structural barriers such as vote buying, gender-based 
violence, and discrimination in political recruitment (F R E E D O M H O U S E ,  2 02 4A). 

Meanwhile, the rule of law in Indonesia has not been able to guar-
antee equal justice for all citizens. The arbitrary arrests of activists and 
the use of the Anti-Terrorism Law to crack down on separatism in Papua 
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demonstrate the stateʼs tendency to use the law as a tool of repression 
rather than protection of rights (Z A H I D I & B I N O T H M A N , 2 02 4). Unequal access 
to justice and the weak integrity of legal institutions exacerbate the le-
gitimacy crisis in the judicial system. Ultimately, the media and journal-
ism, which should be the fourth pillar of democracy, are under alarming 
pressure. Criticism of the government is considered defamation. However, 
the essence of democracy is popular control over its leaders, and criticism 
is part of social control. Although Indonesiaʼs media landscape is active 
and diverse, press freedom has declined due to regulations that ensnare 
journalists through articles open to multiple interpretations in the ITE 
Law (F E B R I A N DY & WA H I D, 202 4). Cases of criminalisation of journalists, violence 
during reporting, and pressure on independent media further hamper the 
mediaʼs function as a check on power. Without free and critical media, the 
democratic space becomes closed to transparency and accountability.

Since the second term of Joko Widodoʼs administration, Indonesiaʼs 
democracy has shown a pattern of regression. The passage of the 2020 
Omnibus Law on Job Creation demonstrated the consolidation of econom-
ic and political power within oligarchic coalitions, which reduced public 
participation in policy formulation. The 2022 revision of the Criminal 
Code also expanded restrictive articles that potentially restrict freedom of 
expression, such as those prohibiting insults to the president and demon-
strations (P E T L AC H & Ř Í Č A N OVÁ , 2 025).

Thus, the dynamics of democratic decline in the Joko Widodo era 
can be categorised into two main patterns of contemporary democratic 
erosion according to Bermeo (2 016): strategic manipulation of elections 
and executive aggrandisement. Strategic election manipulation is evident 
in various interventions of power in the election process, such as the misuse 
of social assistance for electoral purposes, intimidation of election organ-
isers, and sudden changes in regulations that favour certain candidates, as 
seen in the alteration of the age limit for presidential and vice-presidential 
candidates. On the other hand, executive aggrandisement is reflected in 
the increasing dominance of executive power over legislative and judicial 
institutions, as well as the involvement of actors with family ties to the 
president in state decision-making. Both of these patterns occur formally 
through legal and regulatory mechanisms, but substantially undermine 
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the basic principles of democracy, such as accountability, the rule of law, 
and a balanced distribution of power.

ANALYSIS OF DEMOCRATIC DECLINE BASED ON 

DEMOCRACY INDICATORS: TUNISIA

The Arab Spring, which sparked the growth of democratisation in 
the Middle East, began in Tunisia in late 2010. This event ended the author-
itarian regime of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. Tunisia was also the only coun-
try to consolidate its democracy successfully after the 2010 Arab Spring 
successfully. Shortly after Ben Aliʼs fall, presidential elections were held 
in Tunisia, and the then new elected president was Moncef Marzouki of 
the Republican Party. In 2014, presidential elections were held in Tunisia 
for the second time since the Arab Spring, and the winner was Beji Caid 
Essebsi. In October 2019, presidential elections were held again, and this 
time the voters elected Kais Saïed. The three presidential elections fol-
lowing the Arab Spring have categorised Tunisia as a mature democracy 
(based on Jack Snyderʼs theory of democracy). Tunisia has successfully 
consolidated its democracy (S A H I D E E T A L . ,  2 022).  

Tunisia, considered a pioneer of the post-Arab Spring democratic 
revolution, made significant progress in its democratisation process during 
the Essebsi administration (G A N D O L FO, 2 015). It was reflected in the increase 
in the country’s Democracy Index score, which was due to its policies that 
supported a democratic system of government. However, since the elec-
tion of Saïed as President in 2019, the quality of democracy in Tunisia has 
declined sharply. Saïed is a Tunisian politician, jurist, and former lecturer 
who ran as an independent candidate with an anti-corruption campaign 
and populist rhetoric. Although initially gaining widespread support as an 
alternative to political parties, his government has subsequently exhibited 
authoritarian tendencies. In 2021, he dissolved the parliament, unilater-
ally assumed executive power, and promulgated a new constitution that 
strengthened presidential powers. According to the EIU (202 4), the trend in 
Tunisian democracy from 2014 to 2024 was a downward trend in various 
key indicators, including the electoral process, government functions, and 
political participation.
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FIGURE 3: DEMOCRACY INDEX TUNISIA 2014–2024

Tunisiaʼs presidential election on October 6, 2024 was won by Kais 
Saïed with over 90 percent of the vote, taking place under conditions that 
were neither free nor fair. The electoral process demonstrated a depar-
ture from democratic principles, primarily due to an executive interven-
tion that significantly limited political participation (KO E H L E R ,  2 02 3). In the 
second round of the legislative elections held in January 2024, turnout 
reached only 11 percent, reflecting the low public trust in the political 
process. The election process was also marred by fundraising restrictions, 
discriminatory candidacy, and a boycott by the main opposition parties, 
which reinforced public perceptions of the electoral democracy in Tunisia 
as delegitimis ed (F R E E D O M H O U S E ,  2 02 4B).

This situation reflects a decline in the spirit of political pluralism 
that had flourished after the Arab Spring. Tunisia was previously known 
as a country with a dynamic multiparty system open to differing political 
views. However, since 2021, the unilateral measures taken by President 
Saïed, including the dissolution of the parliament and government by de-
cree, have narrowed the space for political competition (H U B E R & PI S C I O T TA ,

2 02 3). The governmentʼs anti-party approach, combined with its populist 
rhetoric, has further entrenched the exclusion of opposition groups. Strict 

Source: EIU Democracy Index (2024).
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restrictions on candidacy in elections have further eroded the meaning 
of pluralism, leaving only candidates deemed loyal to the establishment.

These measures also had a direct impact on the countryʼs constitu-
tional structure. The constitutional reforms enacted through Presidential 
Decree 2021-117 systematically eliminated several fundamental democratic 
principles, such as the separation of powers and the system of checks and 
balances (TA M B U R I N I ,  2 02 3). The unilateral dissolution of the parliament and 
the elimination of independent institutions signalled Tunisiaʼs radical shift 
from a post-revolutionary constitutional democracy to a concentration of 
power in the executive branch. It left the president as the sole source of po-
litical authority without any effective countervailing mechanism in places.

This consolidation of power has coincided with weak anti-corruption 
efforts. Transparency International (2 02 4) ranked Tunisia 92nd out of 180 
countries in its global corruption rankings, with a score of only 39. This 
score reflects a lack of public sector integrity, which has exacerbated the 
crisis of trust in state institutions. The country’s democratisation, which 
was originally expected to bring governance reform, has instead stagnat-
ed due to the stateʼs inability to take firm action against corruption, thus 
further reinforcing public perceptions of the stateʼs efforts to ensure jus-
tice and accountability as a failure. The decline in democracy is also re-
flected in the declining level of citizen political participation (M E H R E Z E T A L . ,

2 025). Of the 9.7 million registered voters in Tunisia, only 29 percent cast 
ballots, while youth participation reached only 6 percent. This high level 
of political apathy is inextricably linked to the governmentʼs exclusionary 
policies, including the General Elections Commissionʼs decision to approve 
only three candidates and its disregard for administrative court decisions. 
These decisions further narrow the space for citizen participation, creat-
ing a gap between the state and society (F R E E D O M H O U S E ,  2 02 4B).

In this increasingly repressive context, civil society has also become 
a target of state pressure. Activists, non-governmental organisations, and 
opposition groups face various forms of legal harassment and restrictions 
on their freedom of movement. The state selectively uses legal instruments 
to silence criticism and restrict activities deemed inconsistent with the rul-
ing partyʼs agenda. This repression reflects a weakening of freedom of asso-
ciation and freedom of assembly, two essential elements of a participatory 



22

What ’s Behind Democratic Backsliding? A Comparative 
Study of Indonesia ,  Tunisia ,  and Turkey

▷ CZECH JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 62/3/2026

democracy. The democratic backsliding has also had a significant impact on 
womenʼs position in politics and the public sphere. While a progressive 2017 
election law mandated equal gender representation, a 2022 legal reform 
overturned this provision. In the December 2022 legislative elections, only 
11 percent of the candidates were women, and they won only 25 of the 161 
parliamentary seats. Meanwhile, gender-based violence continues to esca-
late without an adequate policy response. President Saïedʼs appointment 
of a female prime minister was deemed merely symbolic, as the position 
of prime minister lacks any substantive decision-making authority (I B I D .).

Furthermore, the law in Tunisia has been reduced to an instrument 
of political repression. Arrests of opposition figures, activists, and journal-
ists have increased drastically, while political candidates have been crimi-
nalised, and access to fair legal oversight has been increasingly restricted. 
The Election Commission has even revoked its administrative oversight 
jurisdiction, thus eliminating transparent legal mechanisms. This repres-
sion is reinforced by disinformation and hate speech targeting opposition 
groups on social media, which construct a single narrative that supports 
the authorities (P E T K A N A S ,  2 02 3). Press freedom has also suffered as a result 
of the growing trend towards authoritarianism. Under Saïedʼs rule, several 
media outlets, such as Al-Araby and Al-Zaytouna, were closed, and jour-
nalists covering protests faced intimidation, detention, and even military 
trials (K H A M I S ,  202 4). This situation has created a climate of fear among jour-
nalists and independent media outlets, which are increasingly reluctant to 
criticise the government. President Saïedʼs rhetoric, which openly threat-
ens the media, marks a decline in freedom of expression and weakens the 
publicʼs control over the exercise of power. Tunisia has subsequently ex-
perienced a democratic backsliding with a shift toward a leader who was 
not democratically elected.

The various dynamics of democratic decline during the reign of 
President Kais Saïed in Tunisia can be categorised into two main patterns 
of contemporary democratic erosion: executive aggrandisement and self-
coup. Executive aggrandisement is evident in the gradual but systemat-
ic takeover of legislative and judicial powers by the executive, starting 
with the suspension of the parliament in July 2021, the dissolution of the 
Constitutional Court, and the ratification of a new constitution that uni-
laterally expanded presidential authority. Meanwhile, self-coup is reflected 
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in the presidentʼs actions, which utilise his electoral legitimacy to turn off 
democratic institutions and enable him to govern through decrees without 
a transparent deliberative process. Both patterns occur within a formal 
legal framework, namely the declaration of a constitutional emergency and 
a tightly controlled referendum. However, they substantially undermine 
fundamental democratic principles, including limitations on executive 
power, the independence of state institutions, and public participation in 
the political process.

ANALYSIS OF DEMOCRATIC DECLINE BASED ON 

DEMOCRACY INDICATORS: TURKEY

Since the end of the military rule and the consolidation of civilian 
power in the early 2000s, Turkey has been viewed as a model of progressive 
Islamic democracy in the Middle East (S OM E R , 202 4). During the early years of 
the Justice and Development Party (AKP) government led by Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, various democratic reforms were successfully implemented, in-
cluding the limitation of military power and an increase in civil liberties. 
Erdoğan himself comes from an Islamic political background and served 
as Mayor of Istanbul before becoming Prime Minister (2003–2014) and 
President (since 2014) (C H R I S T O F I S ,  2 02 3).

However, over the past two decades, Turkey's democratisation tra-
jectory has shown significant regression. The increasing concentration 
of power in the hands of the president, restrictions on press freedom and 
political opposition, and the misuse of anti-terrorism laws to silence crit-
icism have raised serious concerns about the country's future democracy. 
Since the 2017 constitutional amendments that shifted the system of gov-
ernment from a parliamentary to a presidential one, Erdoğan has gained 
significantly greater control over the legislature, judiciary, and media. The 
EIU (2024) noted that from 2020 to 2024, Turkey experienced a down-
ward trend in civil liberties and political pluralism. Turkey is now classified 
as a hybrid regime, which marks a transition from procedural democracy 
to electoral authoritarianism.
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FIGURE 4: DEMOCRACY INDEX TURKEY 2014–2024

A key turning point in Turkey's democratic decline was the amend-
ment to the Election Law passed in March 2022. While it was initially con-
sidered an inclusive measure, its lowering of the parliamentary threshold 
from 10 percent to 7 percent actually strengthened the dominance of the 
ruling coalition, particularly the AKP (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi) and 
its allies (M U R AT, 2 02 3 ;  TA N C A , 2 02 4).  Furthermore, revisions to the mechanism 
for selecting judges for overseeing the elections opened significant op-
portunities for political interference in the electoral process. Judges with 
strong ties to the AKP now hold strategic positions, which undermines 
the independence and integrity of the electoral institutions. Procedural 
irregularities in the vote count in the first round of the May 2023 elections 
further raised public doubts about the fairness and transparency of the 
elections (F R E E D O M H O U S E ,  2 02 3 B).

The state of political pluralism in Turkey is also worsening. Although 
the country formally adheres to a multiparty system, its political practices 
exhibit repressive tendencies toward the opposition. The government em-
ploys legal instruments and institutional pressure to weaken opposition 
parties, including the CHP (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi), the IP (İYİ Parti), 
and the HDP (Halkların Demokratik Partisi). Opposition figures experi-
ence legal intimidation, attacks on party offices, and threats of violence, 

Source: EIU Democracy Index (2024).



25

SAHIDE,  CONTESA

62/3/2026 ▷ CZECH JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

often without adequate protection from security forces. Cases such as the 
verdicts against Ekrem İmamoğlu and Canan Kaftancıoğlu, as well as the 
Constitutional Courtʼs attempt to disband the HDP, demonstrate a sys-
tematic pattern of restrictions on political movement that is detrimental 
to pluralism (B I L G I N & Ö Z T Ü R K , 2 02 4).

Along with Erdoğanʼs consolidation of power since the transition 
to a presidential system in 2018, Turkeyʼs political constitution has under-
gone a drastic shift toward centralisation of power. The president retains 
near-absolute control over executive functions and the policymaking 
process and wields significant influence over the legislature through his 
dominance of the Justice and Development Party (AKP). The bureaucratic 
restructuring since 2016 has further weakened the independence of state 
institutions, with many strategic positions filled by political loyalists (S OM E R , 

2 02 4). This situation undermines the principle of separation of powers and 
reduces the autonomy of state institutions, which should be guaranteed 
in a presidential system (TA N C A , 2 02 4).

Amid the shrinking democratic space, corruption has become 
a chronic problem that worsens governance. A Transparency International 
(2 02 4) report ranked Turkey 107th out of 180 countries in terms of corrup-
tion ratings, with a score of just 34 out of 100. Corruption is widespread 
across various sectors, including public procurement and the judiciary, due 
to weak accountability mechanisms and inconsistent law enforcement. 
The country’s anti-corruption institutions are considered ineffective and 
tend to be subordinated to political interests, creating a culture of impu-
nity among government elites.

Citizen participation in Turkey is also hindered by various restric-
tions on civil liberties and the shrinking of the civil society space. The 
government employs various legal instruments to suppress non-govern-
mental organisations and activists who criticise state policies. Public 
demonstrations are frequently forcibly dispersed, and many civil society 
organisations are compelled to suspend their activities due to concerns 
over national security or public stability. A strict surveillance regime for 
civil society associations further restricts the space for citizen participation 
in the democratic process (F R E E D O M H O U S E ,  2 02 3 B). Turkey also shows limited 
progress in terms of gender equality and minority group representation. 
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Womenʼs representation in parliament has reached only 20 percent, de-
spite a slight increase compared to the previous period. Meanwhile, the 
LGBT+ community faces serious political marginalisation, particularly 
when the political climate is increasingly conservative, and homophobic 
rhetoric from right-wing politicians. LGBT+ candidates running in the 
2023 elections faced various forms of discrimination, while advocacy for 
LGBT+ rights is limited by regulations that rely on public morality (I B I D.).

The rule of law in Turkey is increasingly being questioned. Procedural 
injustice, the politicisation of the judiciary, and the use of the law to silence 
political opponents are increasingly evident. An Organisation for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) report on the 2023 elections high-
lighted unequal media access, the government’s rhetoric rife with accu-
sations of terrorism against the opposition, and restrictions on freedom 
of assembly and expression as indicators of serious irregularities in the 
implementation of electoral democracy in Turkey. The political interfer-
ence in the judicial process reinforces the public perception that the law 
is used as a tool of power rather than a means of justice. Press freedom 
has also suffered a drastic decline in recent years. Mainstream media are 
dominated by conglomerates closely affiliated with President Erdoğan, 
which results in biased reporting that favours the governmentʼs narra-
tive. Independent media outlets face various forms of pressure, ranging 
from censorship and fines to forced closures and even criminalisation. In 
2022, Turkey was the country with the fourth-highest number of impris-
oned journalists, and this trend continued in 2023. Coverage of sensitive 
issues such as corruption and natural disasters is often cited as a reason 
for the detention of journalists. Broadcast watchdogs like RTÜK (Radio 
ve Televizyon Üst Kurulu) selectively sanction opposition media outlets, 
and “false information” laws further intensify the repression of online 
expression. Social media is also heavily monitored, with companies like 
X forced to remove content deemed detrimental to the government in the 
run-up to elections (I B I D.). Erdoğan has undoubtedly engaged in executive 
aggrandisement.

This situation demonstrates that while Turkey maintains the institu-
tional facade of democracy, including elections and a parliament, its daily 
state practices reveal a serious decline in pluralism, civil liberties, the rule 
of law, and government accountability. The superficial democratic process 
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is often overshadowed by the intensifying authoritarian control, which rais-
es fundamental questions about the sustainability of democracy in Turkey 
in the contemporary political landscape. Therefore, many observers refer 
to what is happening in Turkey as a form of competitive authoritarianism 
(U G U R‐C I N A R ,  2 02 3). The decline of democracy during the Erdoğan era can 
be classified into two main forms of democratic weakening as identified 
in academic literature: strategic manipulation of elections and executive 
aggrandisement (B E R M E O, 2 016). Strategic election manipulation is reflected 
in seemingly legal changes to the rules of the political game, such as the 
revision of the 2022 Election Law that strengthens the position of the 
ruling coalition, the politicisation of election supervisory bodies, and the 
restrictions on media access and repression of the opposition in the lead-
ups to elections. Meanwhile, executive aggrandisement is evident in the 
concentration of power in Erdoğanʼs hands through the 2017 constitution-
al amendments and the restructuring of state institutions that weakened 
the system of checks and balances. Both mechanisms were implemented 
gradually and legally, but they had a significant impact on the degradation 
of democracy by making the political competition less fair and weakening 
the independence of democratic institutions.

THE DYNAMIC POLITICAL COMPARISON: SIMILARITIES AND 

DIFFERENCES IN THE DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING TRAJECTORIES

To understand the trends of democratic decline in the examined 
countries, the following comparison shows the Democracy Indexes 
of Indonesia, Tunisia, and Turkey from 2014 to 2024. This data, taken from 
the EIA (2 02 4), shows how the three countries experienced the declines in 
their democracy scores with varying patterns 
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FIGURE 5: COMPARATIVE DEMOCRACY INDEX 2014–2024 

Figure 5 shows a comparison of the Democracy Index trends of 
Indonesia, Tunisia, and Turkey from 2014 to 2024. In general, all three 
countries experienced a decline in their democracy scores over the past 
decade, although with different patterns. Indonesia began this period 
with the relatively high score of 6.95 in 2014. This score rose to 7.03 in 
2015 but then exhibited a consistent downward trend, dropping to 6.39 
in both 2017 and 2018. After slightly improving in 2019 (6.48) and 2021 
(6.71), the score experienced another decline as it fell to 6.30 in 2023 and 
then slightly rose to 6.44 in 2024. Although it remains above the positions 
of Tunisia and Turkey, Indonesiaʼs position still falls under the “flawed de-
mocracy” category.

Tunisia started with a score of 6.31 in 2014, slightly below that 
of Indonesia, and it rose to the peak position of 6.72 in 2015 and 2019. 
However, Tunisia has since experienced a sharp decline in this respect, 
particularly after 2021, with its score dropping to 5.51 in 2022 and 2023 
and then dropping sharply to 4.71 in 2024. This decline represents a signif-
icant setback in Tunisiaʼs democratic consolidation, as it indicates a shift 
toward a more authoritarian form of government. Meanwhile, Turkey has 
shown a steadier but consistent downward trend. With a starting score 
of 5.12 in 2014, Turkey’s score has continued to decline almost every year, 
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reaching its lowest point in 2024 with a value of 4.26. During this peri-
od, Turkey performed worse than Indonesia and Tunisia, which reflects 
a deeper and more systematic democratic regression. Therefore, Turkeyʼs 
political developments during this decade can place it in the category of 
a hybrid regime, a system that combines elements of procedural democ-
racy with authoritarian practices, thereby weakening substantive demo-
cratic principles.

Table 5 presents a comprehensive comparison of the main causes 
of democratic decline in these three countries based on five key indica-
tors: Electoral Process and Pluralism, Government Function, Political 
Participation, Political Culture, and Civil Liberties. Each indicator is bro-
ken down into specific elements, such as electoral law, political plural-
ism, separation of powers, corruption, citizen participation, and gender 
equality, which represent substantive dimensions of democracy. Through 
this approach, it is made clear that the democratic declines in Indonesia, 
Tunisia, and Turkey are not merely procedural but also affect substantive 
aspects of power management, public participation, and the protection 
of democratic values.

Meanwhile, Table 6 presents a classification of the political regimes in 
Indonesia, Tunisia, and Turkey based on their ideological types (semi-sec-
ular, semi-Islamic, and secular) and how each regimeʼs characteristics 
influence its democratic weakening. This table also adopts the classifica-
tion scores from Freedom House (202 4A , B), which assesses the degree of de-
mocracy of each state through the dimensions of electoral manipulation, 
concentration of executive power, and the tendency toward constitutional 
coups. Each country is analysed based on its leadership background and 
regime ideology, and the concrete forms of democratic weakening that have 
occurred in it. In this regard, Indonesia is classified as a “flawed democra-
cy.” At the same time, Tunisia and Turkey fall into the category of “hybrid 
regimes,” which indicates that while formal elements of democracy remain 
in them, their political practices have experienced significant erosion. In 
this categorical approach, the weakening of democracy depends not only 
on the regime's ideological form but also on the systematic strategies it uses 
to manipulate democratic institutions and eliminate the opposition. Thus, 
this table strengthens the argument that the democratic regression across 
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the countries is not homogeneous, but is rather influenced by the ideo-
logical context, leadership, and authoritarian strategies of each country.

TABLE 5: THE COMPARATIVE SUMMARY OF THE PROCESS OF DEMOCRATIC DECLINE

Democracy 

Indicators

Elements Indonesia Tunisia Turkey

Electoral 
Process and 
Pluralism,
Government 
Functions

Election Law The 2024 elect ions were 
not  entirely free  and 
fair ;  the dominance of 
grand coal it ions ,  legal 
loopholes  created through 
Constitutional  Court 
rul ings ,  and pol it ical 
dy nasty controversies 
weakened the pol it ical 
competit ion,  g iv ing r ise  to 
accusations of  power abuse.

The 2024 
elect ions were 
neither  free  nor 
fair,  and involved 
executive 
interference, 
restr ict ions 
on candid acy, 
and opposit ion 
boycotts .

The 2022 revision 
of the Election Law 
strengthens the AKPʼs 
dominance by lowering 
the parliamentary 
threshold and 
allowing for political 
interference in the 
work of election judges.

Political 
Pluralism

Although pol it ical  part ies 
were free  to  form,  the factual 
veri f icat ion requirements 
in  the 2017 Elect ion Law 
hampered equal  pol it ical 
part icipation and reinforced 
the dominance of  the 
establ ished pol it ical  e l i te .

Kais  Sa ïedʼs 
dominance and 
the dissolution 
of  the parl iament 
demonstrated 
anti-plural ism 
and populist 
tendencies .

The dominance of the 
AKP and Erdoğan, 
the criminalisation of 
opposition figures, and 
attempts to disband the 
HDP hinder pluralism.

Political 
Participation,
Electoral 
Process and 
Pluralism

Constitution Although pol it ical  part ies 
were free  to  form,  the factual 
veri f icat ion requirements 
in  the 2017 Elect ion Law 
hampered equal  pol it ical 
part icipation and reinforced 
the dominance of  the 
establ ished pol it ical  e l i te .

The 202 1 
constitutional 
reforms 
abol ished the 
separation of 
powers  and 
central ised 
presidential 
power.

Since 2018, the 
presidential system has 
concentrated power in 
Erdoğanʼs hands, with 
presidential decrees 
dominating policy.

Separation 
of Powers

The Constitutional 
Court ʼs  controversial 
rul ing on the age l imit  for 
presidential  candid ates 
reinforces  perceptions 
of  democratic  inequal ity 
and the consol id ation of 
power by family e l i tes . 
The power structure is 
becoming increasingly 
ol igarchic ,  favouring certain 
groups over  others .

Power was 
concentrated in 
the president , 
and the 
legis lat ive  and 
judicial  branches 
were weakened.

The executive branch 
dominates legislation 
and bureaucracy; 
independent 
institutions are 
weakened through 
the appointment 
of loyalists.

Corruption The country ’s  2024 C PI 
score is  37  ( it  ranked 
99th) ,  indicating high 
levels  of  corruption in 
state  inst itutions and a 
weak effect iveness  of  the 
Corruption Eradication 
Commission.

The country ’s 
2024 C PI  score 
was 39 ( it  ranked 
92nd),  indicating 
endemic 
corruption and 
weak publ ic 
governance.

The country ’s  2024 
C PI  score was 34 
(it  ranked 107th) 
due to weak publ ic 
accountabi l i ty,  abuse 
of  power,  and a 
culture of  impunity.
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Government 
Functions,
Political 
Participation

Citizen 
participation

Polit ical  part icipation 
increased quantitat ively in 
2024,  part icularly w ith the 
s imultaneous elect ions .

Voter  turnout 
was very low 
(29% total ,  6% 
of  the youth) , 
indicating 
distrust  in  the 
pol it ical  system.

The 2023 elections 
were held amidst 
unequal media access 
and intimidation of 
the opposition. Formal 
participation persisted, 
but procedural 
democracy was weak.

Civil society Inequal ity in  access  to 
pol it ical  part icipation 
continues to  be fe lt  by 
marginal ised and minority 
groups and is  made worse by 
non-inclusive regulat ions .

The civ ic  space 
was shrinking; 
part icipation 
was restr icted, 
and civ i l  society 
organisations 
faced legal 
pressure .

Freedom of assembly, 
association, and 
expression was 
restricted, and legal 
pressure was imposed 
on the opposition 
and activists.

Political 
Culture

Gender 
Equal ity

A 30% quota for  womenʼs 
representation in  the DPR 
has been implemented;  their 
representation in  the DPR 
was expected to increase to 
22% by 2024,  but  women 
remain underrepresented 
in  the executive  branch.

Legal  reforms 
el iminated 
gender-
aff irmative 
act ion pol ic ies , 
the number 
of  women in 
parl iament 
dropped 
drast ical ly, 
and gender-
based v iolence 
increased.

Womenʼs 
representation 
in  parl iament is 
only 20%; the 
LGBT+ community 
experiences 
marginal isat ion and 
pol it ical  attacks .

Civil Freedom Legal 
Regulations

Law enforcement is  not 
entirely fair ;  arbitrary 
arrests ,  cr iminal isat ion of 
act iv ists ,  and rel ig ious-based 
legal  discrimination persist . 
The Electronic  Information 
and Transactions (IT E) 
Law and the Anti-
Terrorism Law are used to 
restr ict  c iv i l  l ibert ies .

The law is  being 
used repressively 
against  the 
opposit ion and 
activ ists ;  judicial 
oversight  is 
l imited.

Anti-terrorism laws are 
often used to silence 
criticism, and judicial 
independence is 
frequently questioned, 
particularly during 
election periods.

Media and 
Journalism

The criminal isat ion of 
journal ists ,  censorship, 
and the restr ict ion of 
art icles  under the IT E 
Law pose a  threat  to  press 
freedom.  Media outlets  are 
act ive ,  but  they are  often 
s i lenced or  suppressed 
both legal ly and digital ly.

Press  freedom 
is  decl ining; 
journal ists  are 
being detained 
and media 
outlets  are 
being restr icted, 
including 
through the 
closure of 
news outlets .

The government 
controls the media; 
independent 
journalists are 
imprisoned; and “false 
information” laws and 
censorship undermine 
press freedom.

Source: Processed writing referring to Freedom House (2024a, b).
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TABLE 6: REGIME TYPES AND THE DECLINE OF DEMOCRACY IN SEMI 

SECULAR, SEMI-ISLAMIC, AND SECULAR COUNTRIES

Country Region President Background Regime
Ideology

Democracy 
Weakening 
Categories

Regime Type Reason for the 
Classification

Indonesia Southeast 
Asia

Joko 
Widodo

Civilian S emi-
secular

Strategic 
Manipulat ion 
of  Elect ions 
and Executive 

Flawed 
Democracy

Despite  regular 
e lect ions and 
the persistence 
of  mult iparty 
competit ion, 
Indonesia  has 
w itnessed a 
weakening of 
i ts  democratic 
inst itutions , 
including the 
Corruption 
Eradication 
Commission (KPK), 
the Constitutional 
Court  (MK),  and 
press  freedom. 
Regulat ions 
such as  the IT E 
Law restr ict 
c iv i l  l ibert ies , 
and pol it ical 
ol igarchies 
dominate the 
decis ion-making 
process .  The EIUʼs 
democracy index 
ranks Indonesia 
as  a  “ f lawed 
democracy.”

Tunisia Middle 
East and 
North 
Africa

Kais 
Saeed

Civilian S emi-
Is lamic

Executive 
Aggrandisement 
and
S elf  Coup

Hybrid 
Regime

Since the 
constitutional 
coup by President 
Kais Saïed in 
2021, Tunisia 
has witnessed 
a consolidation 
of power in the 
executive branch. 
The parliament has 
been suspended, 
the constitution 
has been revised 
to strengthen the 
presidency, and the 
opposition has been 
silenced. Elections 
are still held but are 
non-competitive, 
and the civic 
space has shrunk. 
Tunisia has been 
labelled a “hybrid 
regime” by various 
global indices.
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Turkey Western 
Asia / 
Eropa 
Timur

Recep 
Tayyip 
Erdoğan

Civilian S ecular Strategic 
Manipulat ion 
of  Elect ions 
and Executive 
Aggrandisement

Hybrid 
Regime

Turkey continues 
to hold regular 
elections, but 
there is structural 
manipulation and 
repression of the 
opposition. Erdoğan 
transformed the 
system into a 
presidential one, 
gained control of the 
judiciary, suppressed 
press freedom, and 
purged his political 
opponents. Despite 
the existence of 
formal democracy, 
the government’s 
practices tend to 
be authoritarian. 
The EIU and 
Freedom House 
categorise Turkey as 
a “hybrid regime.”

Source: Processed writing referring to Freedom House (2024a, b).

CONCLUSION

This research reveals that Indonesia, Tunisia, and Turkey, despite 
their distinct regional and political contexts, have experienced similar pat-
terns of democratic decline characterised by the weakening of democratic 
institutions, the consolidation of executive power, and the restriction of 
civil liberties. This weakening of democratic institutions has been car-
ried out by leaders from among the civilian population who were elected 
through democratic mechanisms. In Indonesia, the democratic decline 
is reflected in the strategic manipulation of elections, the weakening of 
institutions such as the Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK) and 
the Constitutional Court, and regulations that restrict freedom of expres-
sion. Tunisia experienced a more drastic decline following the constitu-
tional coup by President Kais Saïed, which dissolved the parliament and 
strengthened executive power, thus triggering Tunisiaʼs transition from 
democracy to a hybrid regime. Meanwhile, Turkey, under the leadership of 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, has shown a shift toward electoral authoritarianism 
through changes to the government system, repression of the opposition, 
and strict control of the media. The commonality of and primary factor 
driving the democratic decline in these three countries is the consolida-
tion of executive power (executive aggrandisement), which is reinforced 
by a weakening of the rule of law, rampant corruption, and a narrowing 
of civil and political liberties. While procedurally maintaining the imple-
mentation of elections, substantively, all three countries have experienced 
a decline in the quality of their democracy.
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This research emphasises the importance of maintaining a bal-
ance of power, strengthening the rule of law, and protecting civil liberties 
as the primary foundations for maintaining a healthy democracy, espe-
cially in developing countries vulnerable to new patterns of authoritari-
anism. The events in Indonesia, Turkey, and Tunisia confirm Levitsky and 
Ziblattʼs thesis in their book How Democracies Die, namely that democ-
racy can be undermined by leaders elected through democratic mecha-
nisms. Therefore, even if the democratic consolidation in a country has 
entered a mature phase, there is no guarantee that its democracy will not 
erode. Therefore, the task of all of us living in countries that adhere to 
a democratic system is to ensure that our elected leaders do not engage in 
executive aggrandisement.
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