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Abstract

Contestation and participation are commonly viewed as the two constituent dimensions
of electoral democracy. How exactly have these two dimensions been conceptualized
and measured in the literature? Are they empirically observable and do they matter
for democratic development and stability? This paper answers the first of these
questions and considers their implications for the second by reviewing the literature
on democracy’s dimensions. We highlight three issues that affect conclusions about
dimensions of democracy and their relevance for understanding democratic development:
First, conceptual ambiguities — substantive overlap between the two concepts — obscure
the meanings of each of the two dimensions. Such ambiguities led to a second issue, which
is concept-measurement mismatch. The conceptual contributions were never really met
with an empirical equivalent that would allow us to properly measure the two dimensions.
Scholars continue to invoke theoretical understandings from the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s,
however, but represent them using measures that were not explicitly concerned with
measuring them, which presents the third issue of concept reification. As a result of
these three issues, inference about how democracy has developed and their relevance for
democratic stability or for transitions to democratic rule has been difficult. Based on

these issues, we provide three suggestions for future research on dimensions of democracy.
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1 Introduction

The questions of whether democracy consists of multiple dimensions and how they work
together have been of theoretical interest to scholars well before empirical measures of
democracy became widely available. As political science became more quantitatively
oriented, research on the topic sought to bear out the ways in which democracy has
changed over time and to relate them to overall democratic development. On the whole,
however, such works share little consensus on the defining attributes of democracy and
how they characterize political progression.

This article reviews the early theoretical and more recent empirical work on
two popular dimensions of electoral democracy. = We focus on the concepts of
contestation and participation, which have long been treated as generalizable features
of electoral democracy. These features originated with Robert A. Dahl (1956; 1971;
1989)—specifically, in Polyarchy (1971)—, who characterized democracy as the product
of institutional guarantees that formed two varying attributes representing the extent of
competition and inclusiveness.[] Dahl (1971]) argued that historical developments in the
two features shaped a country’s prospects for stable democracy. Scholars have carried
forward these ideas by continuing to invoke the concepts of contestation and participation
to depict democratic development, which raises the question of how our understanding of
them has fared over time (Coppedge, Alvarez and Maldonado 2008} |[Miller|2015; Bohmelt
and Ward|/1996; |Wong |2021)).

In separate sections devoted to conceptualization, measurement, and inference, we
consider how original ideas about contestation and participation have been translated into
measures and empirically evaluated. First, we argue that contestation and participation
are fairly open to interpretation. Dahl acknowledged that there was substantial overlap
between the two components (Dahl (1971, p.4), and institutional innovations since the
“third wave” of democratization have made it difficult to neatly distinguish between

the two (Haggard and Kaufman 2016). Conceptual ambiguity — the lack of

'We follow Dahl| (1971)) and others, and refer to competition and contestation interchangeably (see Dahl

1971}, footnote 2, p.4). Similarly, we also refer to participation and inclusiveness interchangeably.



clearly delineated definitions for each concept — complicates a shared understanding of
democracy’s dimensions by making it unclear how to discern between the two concepts.

On a measurement level, some of the first “quantitative” measures of democracy
(e.g., |Gurr| 1974) focused on identifying differences in authority patterns rather than
measuring contestation and participation. Additional datasets on democracy that
followed were only partially concerned with the notions of contestation and participation
and did not use the same indicators to represent components of democracy. Subsequent
crossnational work based on those measures nevertheless used them to evaluate arguments
about changes in contestation and participation, which represents a divergence between
conceptualizations regarding dimensions of democracy — the motivating theory — and
the criteria used to judge them. This occurred despite broad debates about concept and
meassurement validity on the topic (Munck and Verkuilen|2002)). There is, therefore, some
concept-measurement mismatch between early theoretical notions of contestation
and participation and the multiplicity of measures by which scholars have represented
components of democracy.

Taken together, conceptual ambiguity and concept-measurement mismatch strongly
impair our ability to draw inferences on whether there are empirically observable
dimensions of democracy and if so, how they matter for democratic development.
Research on democratic development has largely been influenced by a persistent
conceptualization of it (the interplay of ambiguously defined contestation and
participation being a driving force) that did not perfectly correspond to the empirical
approaches used to measure it. This divergence has had lasting impacts on scholars’
conclusions about democracy across countries. The ideas of contestation and participation
continue to be invoked because they are intuitively appealing but they lack a clear
conceptualization and empirical support, which presents a third issue of concept
reification. The intuitive appeal of those concepts and scholars’ continued reliance on
them, we argue, can in part be explained by the ease with which different results can be
interpreted as supporting them.

The issues that we discuss affect international and comparative political
development because they shape conclusions about important outcomes such as economic
growth and the likelihood of democratic transitions and democratic survival (Armijo and

Gervasoni 2010; Boix and Stokes|2003; |Miller|2015; Przeworski et al. 2000; Wright||200884).



Bueno de Mesquita et al.| (2005), for example, argue that political participation in the
form of multiparty competition—rather than the means of executive recruitment—may
matter more for reducing human rights abusesf| Improvements in the conceptualization
of democracy, the measurement and construction of continuous indices, and methods for
validating the dimensionality of the data encourage scholars to more carefully consider
whether contestation and participation are distinct dimensions and, if so, how they
have changed over time. To this end, we offer three suggestions for future research on
dimensions of democracy that may help shed light on how they contribute to important

outcomes related to democratic development.

2 Concepts

The idea of democracy consisting of multiple dimensions is closely tied to the concept of
democracy itself. Although disagreement about the precise concept of democracy persists,
a modern-day consensus emerged on a definition of electoral democracy that saw it as a
competitive struggle for votes (e.g. Schumpeter|[1943; [1950). This accepted ‘minimalist’
definition emphasizes regularly held elections to fill positions of authority—namely, the
executive and legislature—in which a majority of citizens choose between candidates
(Przeworski 1991 [Elliot| 1994).  Others have argued for a more ‘substantive’ or
deeper conceptualization of democracy that accounts for the freedoms that enable truly
competitive and participatory elections to occur (Jacobs and Shapiro|1994; Morlino2004)).
The substantive view treats democraticness as a quality that can vary in one or more ways.

Dahll (1956; |1961; [1971)’s contributions connected the minimalist focus on
competitive elections and widespread suffrage with more a substantive conceptualization
based on supporting conditions. This went beyond thinking about democracy as

the formal institutions associated with it to include elements that encouraged greater

2“Elections (indexed as the highest score on the executive competition dimension) neither make a
democracy nor are they inherently the best place to begin statebuilding. Instead, elections are effective
when other institutional changes that ensure accountability are put into place” (Bueno de Mesquita

et al.||[2005, pg. 456).



engagement and an enhanced competitive environment (Mackie 2009). To that end,
Dahl characterized democracy as an unreachable, ideal type based on “continuing
responsiveness of the government to the preferences of its citizens” (Dahl 1971, p.1).
In their view, a polyarchy was the closest empirically observed approximation of this
ideal type (Dahl/|1971).

Dahl (1956; [1971)) reasoned that eight institutional guarantees were necessary
components of a polyarchy. They argued that these guarantees were required for citizens
to be able to formulate and signify their preferences and to have those preferences weighted
equally in the conduct of government. These guarantees include the freedom to form and
join organizations, the freedom of expression, the right to vote, the right to be eligible
for public office and compete for political support, alternative sources of information,
free and fair elections, and institutions that are dependent upon votes and the expression
of preferences. Together, the eight conditions “increase the size, number, and variety
of minorities whose preferences must be taken into account by leaders in making policy
choices” (Dahl 1956, p. 132). Thus, in their view, a central quality of democracy is
enabling minorities to organize and lobby as well as the presence of elected representatives
responding to them.

Dahl (1971)) argued that the eight institutional guarantees were divisible into two
dimensions — contestation and participation. Differences in the level of contestation
and inclusiveness (participation), Dahl (1971) reasoned, represented different types of
regimes with polyarchies, or the most democratic regimes, exhibiting high levels of
both contestation and participation| Moreover, they theorized that differences in the
development of each dimension provided a basis for explaining differences in outcomes
such as democratic transition and survival. According to |[Dahl (1971)), increasing
participation first or together with contestation was more difficult because it entails a
need to reconcile the preferences of a large number of people. Distributive pressures
should also be greater as well, which increases the threat of dissolution and conflict (Boix

2003; Huntington||1968). Instead, increasing contestation first—i.e. elites settle the terms

3 Closed hegemonies exhibited low levels of contestation and participation, whereas competitive oligarchies

had high levels of contestation and low levels of participation and inclusive hegemonies had the opposite.



of contestation before including the broader public—follows an easier trajectory towards
polyarchy. |Dahl (1971) anticipated greater stability in the contestation-first pathway to
polyarchy, arguing that it should be easier to first establish political consensus among a
small group of people with relatively homogeneous preferences and then open up political
space.

Contestation and participation became widely accepted dimensions of democracy.
This is evident in the way that subsequent datasets aggregated indicators to
represent components of democracy. In a review of democracy measures, Munck and
Verkuilen| (2002) wrote that “‘the decision to draw [on Dahl’s|] influential insight that
democracy consists of two attributes—contestation or competition and participation or
inclusion—has done much to ensure that measures of democracy are squarely focused
on theoretically relevant attributes” (pg. Q)EI They also remained theoretically relevant
through efforts to empirically verify them. A number of works assessed whether changes
in contestation and participation characterize political development over time and their
potential impacts on outcomes (e.g. Dahl/[1971; |Coppedge and Reinicke [1990; Coppedge,
Alvarez and Maldonado|[2008; Miller|2015; Wong] 2021)).

In sum, contestation and participation came to be seen as fundamental aspects
of democratic institutions and of theories of democratic development (Mayhew [2015)).
The theoretical appeal of these concepts may be explained in part by their vagueness.
This is something that Dahl (1971) readily acknowledged. As a result, contestation and
participation have meant different things to different scholars who apply the concepts to
explain democratic outcomes. Boese et al.| (Forthcoming) discuss how such ambiguities
continue to affect empirical measurements of democracy to this day. This overlap and
lack of clear delineation between the two concepts has been a central issue for the

conceptualization of contestation and participation.

Issue 1: Conceptual Ambiguity — The conceptualizations of contestation and

participation are not clearly defined and still subject to a large degree of overlap.

4We argue below, however, that variation among the datasets suggests otherwise.



The question of how parties and the broader public fit into the two dimensions
serves as a good example to illustrate such ambiguities. For example, it is not clear how
the broader electorate contributes to the contestation dimension. Dahl (1971) has been
interpreted as presenting an elite-biased view of democracy in which the institutional
guarantees initially applied to a few (Krouse||1982)). In earlier writings (Dahl||1956; [1961)),
they describe an inherent tension between democracy and the ‘authoritarian-minded’
nature of the ordinary citizen (Kendall and Carey 1968; Krouse 1982). Under competition
that is largely restricted to elites, “the rules, the practices, and the culture of competitive
politics’ﬂ as well as “[t]olerance and mutual security’ﬂ were more likely to develop, Dahl
argued.

Implicit in this argument is the idea that well-regulated, circumscribed competition
and established authority constitute the foundations of further institutional development.
The histories of many advanced democracies in Western Europe and some of the more
stable countries in Latin America, in combination with election failures among newly
independent countries, led a number of scholars to assert that limiting participation was
a necessary step for inducing stability in new democracies (Diamond, Linz and ||[Eds.;
Dix| |1994; [Huntington| [1968). As such, Dahl (1971) has been described as “a thinly
veiled apology for the elite domination and mass apathy that suffuse the politics of
Western liberal democracies” (Krouse (1982, p. 444). The emphasis on contestation
for elected offices being restricted to a select few overlooks the mobility that enhanced
competitiveness offers to ordinary citizens to enter and influence politics.

With respect to participation, |[Dahl (1971)) openly acknowledged these ambiguities.
They treated suffrage as the core feature but then went on to characterize participation
as something more complex. For example, they recognized that “as the electorate grows,
the traditional, mainly informal arrangements that worked well enough with a tiny group
of voters... are simply inadequate” (pgs. 24-25) and that “the need to mobilize a bigger
electorate triggers off the development of ‘modern’ party organizations” (pg. 24). Dahl

(1971) further acknowledged that “[t|he right to vote in free and fair elections...partakes of

SDahl (1971), p. 36.
SDahl (1971), p. 37.





