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Subject to change at the instructor’s discretion 
 
Course Description 
 
After the Cold War, democracy spread fast, so much so that scholars spoke of a “third 
wave.” Yet since the mid-2000s, many of those same gains have slipped. Why do some 
democracies weaken while others hold firm? This course tackles that puzzle. 
 
We start by asking what “democratic erosion” looks like on the ground: the warning signs, 
the actors who drive it, and the institutions that either slow it or speed it up. We will sift 
through global case studies and broad themes to see how leaders, parties, courts, the 
media, and ordinary citizens shape the fate of free government. Along the way, we will 
weigh big claims about the health of democracy in the United States and elsewhere—
testing them against data rather than headlines—and discuss practical ways societies can 
push back against backsliding. 
 
The class is part of the Democratic Erosion Consortium, a network of universities that 
teach this material in tandem. You will team up with students across campuses on shared 
projects, trading perspectives and sharpening your analysis beyond the classroom. 
 
Our goal is not to score partisan points. It is to give you the tools to judge, clearly and 
critically, whether democracy is in danger and what can be done when it is. 
 
 
Learning Objectives 
By the end of this course, you will be able to: 

• Define Democratic Erosion: Clearly articulate what democratic erosion/backsliding 
is and distinguish it from normal political change.  

• Trace Global Patterns: Identify where, when, and how democratic erosion has 
unfolded across different regions and historical periods.  

• Analyze Causal Mechanisms: Evaluate competing explanations— institutional, 
economic, cultural, and informational—for why democracies weaken, using 
comparative evidence.  

• Interrogate Case Evidence: Apply theoretical frameworks to concrete country cases, 
assessing the roles of political elites, institutions, and citizens in both causing and 
resisting backsliding.  



• Communicate Insights Effectively: Present well-reasoned arguments about 
democratic erosion in clear written assignments and informed, constructive class 
discussions. 
 

Reading Materials 
All readings are available via Canvas to provide insights from a variety of sources as well as 
to save you money. 
 
Course Requirements and Grading 
Students must read the materials before class and be prepared to contribute to discussions. 
The grading scale is as follows: A = 93-100%, A- = 90-92%, B+ = 87-89%, B = 83-86%, B- = 80-
82%, C+ = 77-79%, C = 73-76%, C- = 70-72%, D = 60-69%, and F = below 60. Late 
submissions will be penalized by one-third of a letter grade (i.e., B+ to B) for every 24 hours 
past the deadline. Students will be evaluated based on the following criteria: 
 
1. Attendance, Participation, and News Postings (10%) 
Students are expected to attend class on time and contribute to class discussions. Leaving 
class early without the professor’s permission is not allowed, though exceptions may be 
made in cases of serious illness, religious observance, family emergencies, etc., with 
supporting documentation. 
 
You should complete all readings before class. Be prepared to demonstrate attentiveness 
and offer your point of view on the issues. Understanding each reading perfectly is not 
required, but it should be clear that you have done the reading and are engaged with the 
material. Asking insightful questions also counts. 
 
News postings: On the days your group is assigned to post news, you should pick a recent 
news article (posted within the last two weeks) to present. Choose something that interests 
you or that you are curious to learn more about. Be prepared to introduce the news briefly 
and discuss why it is important. Include any other relevant points and questions you would 
like to raise. Presentations should be informal and last 2–3 minutes, followed by a brief class 
discussion. 
 
2. In-Class Assignments (3% each; 15%)  
Your response (1 paragraph) should include: (1) your interpretation of the film’s message 
and whether you agree or disagree (and why), (2) something new or important you learned, 
AND (3) discussion question that we will use in class; try to answer your own question in the 
response if possible. 
 
3. Exams (Exam 1: 20%, Exam 2: 30%; total 50%) 
Exam 1 (in-class) and Exam 2 (take-home) will assess your understanding of course 
materials, including lectures, readings, films, and discussions. Exams will consist of 
identifications, short answers, and essays. You may discuss questions with peers but may 



NOT collaborate on written answers. All answers must be in your own words, and the use of 
generative AI tools is not allowed. More details will be announced as they approach.  
 
4. Final Presentation (15%) 
At the end of the semester, we will have two days for group presentations. Each presentation 
will last about 10 minutes and should address: (1) domestically, what have been the major 
political developments in your country this semester? AND (2) internationally, how is the 
country’s relationship with the US, China, and Russia, and how has it evolved? More details 
will be announced as they approach. 
 
 

Course Policies 
 
Class Preparation: Students must complete all readings before class. Lectures may not 
reiterate all material in the readings.  
 
Current Events: We will begin some classes with a discussion of current events regarding 
democratic erosion around the world. Students are expected to read the news regularly and 
participate.  
 
Grade Disputes: To dispute a grade, students must submit a written explanation within one 
week of receiving the assignment. Reassessments do not guarantee a higher grade. 
 
Electronics Policy: The use of phones is prohibited. Laptops and tablets are allowed for 
notetaking but do not let them district others (and yourself). 
 
Canvas: Students are responsible for checking Canvas for class materials and assignments. 
 
Keeping in Touch: Email is the best way to reach me; allow 48 hours for a response. Please 
communicate with me. If you are experiencing any difficulties affecting your performance, 
do let me know.  
 
Course Content Warning: This course engages with a range of sensitive and potentially 
distressing topics related to politics of the Middle East and North Africa. Though essential 
for a comprehensive understanding of the region, certain topics may evoke strong emotions. 
I encourage you to approach these topics with an open mind.  
 
Higher education aims to challenge students and expose them to new and sometimes 
uncomfortable ideas. Discomfort can be an integral part of this learning process, but your 
mental and emotional health is also important. If you have concerns or need assistance, 
please do not hesitate to contact me or utilize the university’s support services (see 
“Supports for Students” below).  
 



Although you are responsible for completing all class requirements and assignments, 
accommodations are available to support your well-being and academic success. 
 
Respect for Diversity: It is my intent that students from all diverse backgrounds and 
perspectives be well-served by this course, and their learning needs be addressed both 
in and out of class. In our structured and unstructured discussions and dialogues, we will 
have many opportunities to explore some challenging issues and increase our 
understandings of diverse perspectives. The success of this class relies on the participation, 
support, and mutual understanding, even when we encounter disagreements.  
 
I encourage you to speak up and share your views, with the understanding that this is a 
learning environment where respectful engagement and regard for dignity are essential. Our 
conversations may sometimes be difficult, and we may make mistakes in how we speak and 
listen. We will need patience, courage, imagination, and other qualities to effectively engage 
with our texts and films as well as our own ideas and experiences. Above all, respect for 
others is crucial. 
 
 

University Policies 
 
The Americans with Disabilities Act: Your experience in this class is very important to me. 
If you have a disability that affects your academic performance, please let me know as 
soon as possible. The University of Utah seeks to provide equal access to its programs, 
services, and activities for people with disabilities. If you will need accommodations in this 
class, reasonable prior notice needs to be given to the Center for Disability & Access, 162 
Olpin Union Building, (801) 581-5020. CDS will work with you and the instructor to make 
arrangements for accommodations. All written information in this course can be made 
available in an alternative format with prior notification to the Center for Disability & Access. 
Please note that given the nature of this course, attendance is required and adjustments will 
only be permitted as required by Policy 6-100(III)(O). If you need to seek an ADA 
accommodation to request an exception to this attendance policy due to a disability, please 
contact the Center for Disability and Access (CDA). CDA will work with us to determine what, 
if any, ADA accommodations are reasonable and appropriate. In compliance with ADA 
requirements, some students may need to record course content. Any recordings of course 
content are for personal use only, should not be shared, and should not be made publicly 
available. In addition, recordings should be destroyed at the conclusion of the course. 
 
University Safety Statement: The University of Utah values the safety of all campus 
community members. To report suspicious activity or to request a courtesy escort, call 
campus police at 801-585-COPS (801-585-2677). You will receive important emergency 
alerts and safety messages regarding campus safety via text message. For more information 
regarding safety and to view available training resources, including helpful videos, visit 
https://safeu.utah.edu    
 

https://disability.utah.edu/
https://safeu.utah.edu/


Addressing Sexual Misconduct: Title IX makes it clear that violence and harassment based 
on sex and gender (including sexual orientation and gender identity/expression) is a civil 
rights offense subject to the same kinds of accountability and the same kinds of support 
applied to offenses against other protected categories such as race, national origin, color, 
religion, age, status as a person with a disability, veteran’s status or genetic information.  If 
you or someone you know has been harassed or assaulted, you are encouraged to report it 
to the Title IX Coordinator in the Office of Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action, 383 
South University Street, 801-581-8365, or the Office of the Dean of Students, 270 Union 
Building, 801-581-7066.  For support and confidential consultation, contact the Center for 
Student Wellness, 426 SSB, 801-581-7776.  To report to the police, contact the Department 
of Public Safety, 801-585-2677(COPS). 
 
Lauren’s Promise: Lauren’s Promise is a vow that anyone – faculty, staff, students, parents, 
and community members – can take to indicate to others that they represent a safe haven 
for sharing incidents of sexual assault, domestic violence, or stalking. Anyone who makes 
Lauren’s Promise vows to: 1.) listen to and believe those individuals who are being 
threatened or experiencing sexual assault, dating violence or stalking; 2.) represent a safe 
haven for sharing incidents of sexual assault, domestic violence, or stalking; and 3.) change 
campus culture that responds poorly to dating violence and stalking. By making Lauren’s 
Promise, individuals are helping to change campus cultures that respond poorly to dating 
violence and stalking throughout the nation. 
 
Academic Misconduct Statement: It is expected that students adhere to University of Utah 
policies regarding academic honesty, including but not limited to refraining from cheating, 
plagiarizing, misrepresenting one's work, and/or inappropriately collaborating. This 
includes the use of generative artificial intelligence (AI) tools without citation, 
documentation, or authorization. Students are expected to adhere to the prescribed 
professional and ethical standards of the profession/discipline for which they are preparing. 
Any student who engages in academic dishonesty or who violates the professional and 
ethical standards for their profession/discipline may be subject to academic sanctions as 
per the University of Utah’s Student Code: https://regulations.utah.edu/academics/6-
410.php  
 
Drop/Withdrawal Policies: Students may drop a course within the first two weeks of a given 
semester without any penalties. Students may officially withdraw (W) from a class or all 
classes after the drop deadline through the midpoint of a course. A “W” grade is recorded 
on the transcript and appropriate tuition/fees are assessed. The grade “W” is not used in 
calculating the student’s GPA. For deadlines to withdraw from full-term, first, and second 
session classes, see the U's Academic Calendar.  
 
Supports for Students: Your success at the University of Utah is important to all of us here! 
If you feel like you need extra support in academics, overcoming personal difficulties, or 
finding community, the U is here for you. Please refer to the Student Support Services page 
for the U for updated information. 

https://regulations.utah.edu/academics/6-410.php
https://regulations.utah.edu/academics/6-410.php
https://studentaffairs.utah.edu/
https://studentaffairs.utah.edu/


 
Basic Needs Student Support Statement: To learn effectively, students’ wellness and 
safety must first be supported. Together, we can work to meet these basic needs. 
Success at The University of Utah includes learning about and using available resources. 
The Basic Needs Collective (BNC) is a coordinated resource referral hub. They educate 
about and connect students to campus and community resources to help them meet their 
basic needs. As a central location for resource referrals related to food, housing, health 
insurance, managing finances, legal services, mental health, etc., any student experiencing 
difficulty with basic needs is encouraged to contact them. Drop into their office located in 
the Union basement or schedule with them online for an in-person or virtual visit through 
their webpage: https://basicneeds.utah.edu/. If you’re having trouble with any aspects of 
wellness, please contact the Center for Campus Wellness (wellness@sa.utah.edu or 801-
581-7776). Students dealing with heightened feelings of sadness or hopelessness, thoughts 
of harm or suicide, or increased anxiety may schedule an appointment at the University 
Counseling Center (counselingcenter@sa.utah.edu or 801-581-6826). 
 
Other Student Resources 

• Learning Center: https://learningcenter.utah.edu/ 
• Writing Center: https://writingcenter.utah.edu/writing-resources/index.php  
• Student Code: http://regulations.utah.edu/academics/6-400.php 
• Accommodation Policy (see Section Q): http://regulations.utah.edu/academics/6-

100.php 
 

 
Topics and Readings 

 
Class Date Topic Objectives Due Before Class 

(Readings and Assignments) 

Part 1. Theoretical Foundations of Democracy and Democratic Erosion 

1 8/21 Course 
Overview 

Introduction & set 
course expectations 

Bermeo, Nancy. 2016. “On 
Democratic Backsliding.” 
Journal of Democracy 27(1): pp. 
5-19. 
 
Cheeseman, Nic. 2017. “How 
Zambia’s long-stable democracy 
ended up in a political crisis in 
2017.” Quartz. July 7. 

2 8/28 
 

Definitions and 
theories of 
democracy & 
democratization 
 

- Understand prominent 
approaches to 
conceptualizing and 
defining democracy.  
- Understand how 
institutional design can 

Schmitter, Philippe C., and Terry 
Lynn Karl. 1991. “What 
Democracy Is…and Is Not.” 
Journal of Democracy 2(3): 75-
88. 
 

https://basicneeds.utah.edu/index.php
https://basicneeds.utah.edu/
https://wellness.utah.edu/
https://counselingcenter.utah.edu/
https://counselingcenter.utah.edu/
mailto:counselingcenter@sa.utah.edu
https://learningcenter.utah.edu/
https://writingcenter.utah.edu/writing-resources/index.php
http://regulations.utah.edu/academics/6-400.php
http://regulations.utah.edu/academics/6-100.php
http://regulations.utah.edu/academics/6-100.php


Case Study 
Assignment 
 
 

affect the equity of 
democratic rule.  
- Understand how 
notions of democracies 
might affect democratic 
erosion 

Nord, Marina, et al. 2024. 
“Democracy Report 2024: 
Democracy Winning and Losing 
at the Ballot.” Gothenburg: V-
Dem Institute, University of 
Gothenburg. 

3 9/4 Definitions and 
theories of 
democratic 
erosion 

 Levitsky, Steven and Daniel 
Ziblatt. 2018. How Democracies 
Die. New York: Crown. Chapter 
1.  
 
Waldner, David, and Ellen Lust. 
2018. “Unwelcoming Change: 
Coming to Terms with 
Democratic Backsliding.” 
Annual Review of Political 
Science 21 (2): 93-113. 

Part 2. Symptoms of Democratic Erosion 

 9/11 No Class  Submit Assignment 
 
Film Response 
 

4 9/18 Using 
democratic 
institutions to 
undermine 
democracy 

 Protect Democracy. 2022. The 
Authoritarian Playbook. 
 
Varol, Ozan. 2015. “Stealth 
Authoritarianism.” Iowa Law 
Review 100(4): pp. 1673-1742. 
Parts I, II and III.  

Part 3. Precursors of Democratic Erosion 

5 9/25 Economic 
inequality 

 Bartels, Larry M. 2017. Unequal 
Democracy: The Political 
Economy of the New Gilded Age. 
2nd ed. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. Chapter 1.  
 
Toro, Francisco. “No, Venezuela 
doesn’t prove anything about 
socialism.” The Washington 
Post. August 21, 2018. 

6 10/2 Ethno-religious 
conflict 

 Wilkinson, Steven I. 2004. Votes 
and Violence: Electoral 
Competition and Ethnic Riots in 
India. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. Chapter 1. 

https://v-dem.net/documents/44/v-dem_dr2024_highres.pdf
https://v-dem.net/documents/44/v-dem_dr2024_highres.pdf
https://v-dem.net/documents/44/v-dem_dr2024_highres.pdf
https://protectdemocracy.org/work/the-authoritarian-playbook/
https://protectdemocracy.org/work/the-authoritarian-playbook/


 
 

 10/9 Fall Break   
7 10/16 Midterm 

(In-Class) 
  

8 10/23 Populism and 
demagoguery 

 Pita, Adrianna. 2016. “The Rise 
of the Right: Right-wing 
Populism in the US and Europe.” 
The Brookings Institution. April 
19, 2016. 
 
Berman, Sheri. 2017. “The Pipe 
Dream of Undemocratic 
Liberalism.” Journal of 
Democracy 28(3): 29-38.  

9 10/30 Polarization  McCoy, Jennifer, Tahmina 
Rahman and Murat Somer. 
2018. “Polarization and the 
Global Crisis of Democracy: 
Common Patterns, Dynamics 
and Pernicious Consequences 
for Democratic Polities.” 
American Behavioral Scientist 
62(1): pp. 16-42. 
 
Ortellado, Pablo and Márcio 
Moretto Ribeiro. “Mapping 
Brazil’s political polarization 
online.” The Conversation. 
August 3, 2018. 

10 11/6 Fake news, 
misinformation, 
& disinformation 

 Nyhan, Brendan, and Jason 
Reifler. 2010. “When 
Corrections Fail: The 
Persistence of Political 
Misperceptions.” Political 
Behavior 32 (2), 303-330. 6 
 
 
Pomerantsev, Peter. 2019. “The 
Disinformation Age: A 
Revolution in Propaganda.” The 
Guardian. July 27, 2019. 

Part 4. Resisting Democratic Erosion? 

11 11/13 Clientelism, 
corruption, and 

 Reflection on Political Event Due 
 



money in 
politics 

Mares, Isabela and Lauren 
Young. 2016. “Buying, 
expropriating, and stealing 
votes.” Annual Review of 
Political Science 19: pp. 267-
288. 
 
Stokes, Susan, Thad Dunning, 
Valeria Brusco and Marcelo 
Nazareno. 2013. Voters, Brokers 
and Clientelism. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Chapter 6. 

12 11/20 Civil society, 
social 
movements, 
and resistance 

- Describe what 
resistance to 
undemocratic 
institutions looks like. 
- Learn to identify and 
articulate a variety of 
resistance strategies.  
- Consider the conditions 
under which different 
strategies are more likely 
to be used, and more 
likely to be successful. 

Chenoweth, Erica, and Maria J. 
Stephan. 2012. Why Civil 
Resistance Works: The Strategic 
Logic of Nonviolent Conflict. 
New York: Columbia University 
Press. Chapter 1. 
 
Yarwood, Janette. 2016. “The 
struggle over terms limits in 
Africa: The power of protest.” 
Journal of Democracy 27(3): pp. 
51-60. 
 
Gamboa, Laura. 2017. 
“Opposition at the Margins: 
Strategies Against the Erosion of 
Democracy in Colombia and 
Venezuela.” Comparative 
Politics 49(4): pp. 457–477. 

 11/27 Thanksgiving; 
No Class 

 

Work on country presentations! 

13 12/4 Country 
Presentations 
 
 

 Presentation Slides Due (All 
Groups)  

 12/12   Case Study Project Part II Due 
(Due by 5pm via Canvas) 
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