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Democracy promotion and culture:
Rethinking strategies in a plural world

Promocao da democracia e cultura: Repensando estratégias em um mundo plural

Antonio Vava Cavalcante!

RESUMO

O declinio global da qualidade democratica nas Gltimas décadas reabriu questdes sobre os fundamentos conceituais e
institucionais da propria democracia. Grande parte do debate ainda se concentra no desenho institucional, nos processos
eleitorais e no aparato normativo-estrutural do Estado de Direito. Este artigo argumenta que a crise da democracia esta
também enraizada em um desequilibrio conceitual mais profundo, passivel de ser lido em termos globais dentro de debates
sobre a tradigdo liberal do pensamento politico, um desequilibrio relativo a inquietacdes sobre o lugar da cultura e da
identidade na legitimidade politica. Ao examinar a promocdo da democracia tanto como estratégia de politica externa
quanto como projeto normativo da modernidade liberal, entendendo o liberalismo politico aqui como conjunto ideacional
de tradi¢do do pensamento, propomos uma reavaliacdo critica de suas premissas. A partir do entrelagamento genealogico
entre o liberalismo e o romantismo no Ambito do debate tedrico-conceitual das tradi¢des modernas, e com base em dados
e estruturas de organizag¢des como Freedom House e OEA, argumenta-se que a promogao da democracia pode ir além de
seu viés procedimental e institucional, adotando uma énfase revigorada de abordagem cultural e discursiva. Integrar
dimensdes culturais a promog@o democratica, pelas lentes da identidade, do reconhecimento e do patriménio historico e
cultural, oferece novos caminhos para fortalecer a resiliéncia democratica no Norte ¢ no Sul globais e estratégias
resilientes de governanga global. Nesse sentido, o artigo defende uma perspectiva cultural na promoc¢do da democracia:
uma abordagem que reconheca que legitimidade, representacdo e participagao sdo ndo apenas arranjos institucionais, mas
expressdes de significado coletivo e de pertencimento.

Palavras-chave: Promo¢do da Democracia; Liberalismo; Romantismo; Cultura; Identidade; Pluralismo;
Multilateralismo; Legitimidade; Rela¢Ges Internacionais; Patrimonio Cultural.

ABSTRACT

The global decline in democratic quality over the past decades has revived questions about the conceptual and institutional
foundations of democracy itself. While much of the debate remains focused on institutional design, electoral processes,
and rule of law, this paper argues that the crisis of democracy is also rooted in a deeper conceptual imbalance within the
theoretical debt around the liberal tradition of political thought, an imbalance concerning the place of culture and identity
in political legitimacy. By examining democracy promotion as both a foreign policy strategy and a normative project of
liberal modernity, understanding political liberalism here as a set of ideals from political thought, we propose a critical
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reevaluation of its underlying assumptions. Drawing from the genealogical interplay between the modern traditions of
liberalism and romanticism, and using data and frameworks from organizations such as Freedom House and the OAS, we
argue that democracy promotion can move beyond its procedural and institutional bias toward a more culturally aware,
discursively grounded approach. Integrating cultural and normative dimensions into democracy promotion, through the
lenses of identity, recognition, and heritage, may offer new ways to reinforce democratic resilience in both the Global
North and South as well as a resilient structure of global governance. In this sense, the paper advocates for a cultural
perspective in democracy promotion: an approach that recognizes that legitimacy, representation, and participation are
not only institutional arrangements, but also expressions of collective meaning and belonging.

Keywords: Democracy Promotion; Liberalism; Romanticism; Culture; Identity; Pluralism; Multilateralism; Legitimacy;
International Relations; Cultural Heritage.

INTRODUCTION

The contemporary global landscape is increasingly marked by a perceived crisis of
democracy (GOODRICH, 2023, RISSE, 2015, DIAMOND, 2016, HOWELL, 2020) characterised
by a rise of authoritarianism (BERBEROGLU, 2021), new nationalisms, populism, and identity
politics in a context of polarisation, some of which sprawling form neo-traditionalist movements as
well as fragmentary institutional stress from valid representative demands. Authors such as Larry
Diamond (DIAMOND, 2016), analyse the interplay of this perceived decline, or a so-called
democratic trial into a dynamic of consolidating and probationary crisis waves across regimes now
both mature and recent across world regions (DIAMOND, 2016). He also conducts a more detailed
investigation into revisions needed in civil society for regime resilience in a more institutionally
focused analysis, including international interplay of actions such as regional democracy promotion
strategies. This overarching scenario occurs both internationally and domestically to States by
external factors such as the new options to bilateralism and nationalist clashes but also take place
domestically in contexts of political polarisation (INGLEHART, 2016). These may give rise to
autocratic alternatives coming up through normatively legal regime change, sometimes turning into
what is called democratic autophagy? (ZAKARIA, 2003, RUNCIMAN, 2018). This is a conjecture
that makes special sense regarding modern representative democratic regimes and an understanding
of democracy not as a mere set of institutional choices, structurally, but also as a long-term ideational

political project branching from specific western traditions and political thought, varying historically.

2 Democratic Autophagy is a term that is often used to describe a process or tendency within democratic societies where
the very mechanisms that sustain the democracy can begin to undermine or destroy the democratic system itself. The
concept suggests that internal contradictions, such as the erosion of political institutions, the rise of populist movements,
or the degradation of democratic norms, can lead to a form of self-consumption or self-destruction. This process can occur
when citizens, political leaders, or groups within the society use democratic freedoms to erode the fundamental structures
that allow democracy to function, creating a paradox where democracy undermines itself.
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A particularly interesting standpoint today is a notion of an overarching phenomena of democratic
crisis or fragilization both in older and consolidated democracies and newly established regimes
(MILLER, 2021). The Freedom House (FREEDOM HOUSE, 2025) database reports that sixty
countries experienced declines in political rights and civil liberties in the last year, marking the
nineteenth consecutive global regression. V-Dem data (VDEM, 2024) similarly notes that 71% of the
world’s population now lives under autocratic regimes, the highest proportion since 1989. These
figures indicate not only a quantitative reduction in democratic quality but also a qualitative
transformation in the way democratic legitimacy is conceived and experienced.

Across different regions, institutions that once represented the triumph of liberal modernity
are increasingly perceived as distant, elitist, or unresponsive to cultural and social plurality. Freedom
House (FREEDOM HOUSE, 2025, p. 2) reports that “sixty countries experienced declines in political
rights and civil liberties in the last year, marking the nineteenth consecutive global regression.”
Likewise, the V-Dem Institute (VDEM, 2024, p. 4) notes that “71 percent of the world’s population
now lives under autocratic regimes, the highest proportion since 1989.” These figures indicate not
only a quantitative reduction in democratic quality but also a qualitative transformation in the way
democratic legitimacy is conceived and experienced. Across different regions, institutions that once
symbolized the triumph of liberal modernity are increasingly perceived as distant, or unresponsive to
social and cultural plurality, while topics of culture and identity themselves are of high complexity to
be fully institutionalized ((SCHUBERT, 2022, p. 224). Freedom House (FREEDOM HOUSE, 2025,
p. 6) further highlights that “global freedom declined for the nineteenth consecutive year in 2024.
Sixty countries experienced deterioration in their political rights and civil liberties, while only thirty-
four secured improvements.” The report also observes that “freedom continued to decline in Africa,
with political rights and civil liberties deteriorating in twenty-one out of fifty-four countries”
(FREEDOM HOUSE, 2025, p. 11).

Moreover, in its special section on electoral violence, the organization warns that “of the
sixty-six national elections held in 2024, approximately forty percent were marked by election-related
violence; opposition candidates were targeted in at least twenty countries, and polling places attacked
in at least fourteen” (FREEDOM HOUSE, 2025, p. 13). Based also on Freedom House's Nations in
Transit 2023 report (FREEDOM HOUSE, 2023), democratic governance in the region stretching

from Central Europe to Central Asia experienced its 19th consecutive year of decline. In 2023,
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Democracy Scores declined in 11 out of the 29 countries assessed, while only 7 countries saw

improvements.

Nations in Transit 2023

200 Changes in Democracy Scores 70 Public Support for Democracy in the Americas
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Graph 1: Nations in Transit, Freedom House (2023).

These charts were produced to show visualization based on the datasets, displaying the
number of countries with democracy score changes. Out of 29 countries, 11 declined, 7 improved,
and the rest showed no change, therefore reflecting an overall negative trend. The Organisation of
American States (OAS) report derived from the OAS Democracy Observatory (OAS, 2021) examines
various facets, including the functioning of democratic institutions, electoral processes, human rights,
and socio-economic conditions. The report also investigates the rise of political polarisation,
misinformation, and hate speech exacerbated by social networks, and their effects on institutional
governance as it notes a decline in support for democracy in the region between 2010 and 2018,
falling from 63% to 48%. In 2020, the year of the pandemic, support for democracy remained at 49%
baseline, indicating that the pandemic did not cause a further immediate sharp decline in stated
support, but certain negative effects can be seen straight afterwards. This level is still significantly
lower than in 2010, however. It also highlights that a significant portion of the population in the
region supports authoritarianism (13%) or is indifferent to the type of government (27%). It is good
to notice that five indices are used to represent essential elements of democracy, such as Respect for
Human Rights, Rule of law, Free and fair elections, political pluralism and separation of powers,

many based upon normative parameters such as the OAS democratic clauses® (OAS, 2021)

3 We can abstract the core elements of this framework by Articlel, expressing a need to defend democratic ideals under
moral obligation Article 3 which state the defining parameters of a representative democracy as including respect for
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themselves and UN parameters (UN, 1948)* The analysis in the OAS report focuses on regional
averages and interestingly highlights the heterogeneity among countries in the Americas, here a

smaller transitional time frame is used to demonstrate episodic changes:

Average Democracy Indicator Scores (2020-2021)

Indicator 2020 2021
Respect for Human Rights 4.2 4.0
Rule of Law 4.5 4.3
Free and Fair Elections 4.6 4.4
Political Pluralism 4.3 4.1
Separation of Powers 4.4 4.2

Table 2. Average Indicators based on OAS Report.

Even here we see a noticeable decline in all five indicators from 2020 to 2021, indicating a
regional trend of democratic erosion. These empirical data suggest that the democratic crisis
transcends isolated cases or regional volatility. What is at stake is the gradual erosion of the moral
and cultural legitimacy that sustains democracy as a global ideal. The contemporary malaise reveals
that institutions alone, no matter how constitutionally robust, cannot preserve democratic vitality
without renewed collective meaning and belonging. However, the crisis of democracy cannot be
understood solely through institutional or procedural analysis. It also reveals an underlying
conceptual imbalance within modern political thought itself. Democracy, in its contemporary form,
is the product of a long intellectual genealogy intertwining the universal rationalism of Liberalism
and the expressive particularism of Romanticism, which we well further analyse in the next section
in parallel with Berlin (BERLIN, 1999) and Taylor (TAYLOR, 1994). Liberalism contributed the
language of individual rights, procedural order, and equality before the law; Romanticism introduced

the value of cultural belonging, authenticity, and the moral importance of identity. The exhaustion of

human rights and fundamental freedoms, access to and the exercise of power in accordance with the rule of law, the
holding of periodic, free, and fair elections based on secret balloting and universal suffrage as an expression of the
sovereignty of the people, the pluralistic system of political parties and organizations, and the separation of powers and
independence of the branches of government. Additionally, Article 19 expresses that any non-democratic,
unconstitutional regimes does constitute a threat to the objective of the general assemblies and institutional bodies of the
organization and its ideals.

4 The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) ensures in its Article 21 the direct choice of a
population in regards to its political participation and choice of government, the direct choice of representatives as well
as the importance of recurring free elections. In sum, it is a diet normative link between democratic ideal of a
representative emphasis and human rights.
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one without the other, of institutions without imagination, or of identity without universal mediation,
leads to the weakening of the democratic project as a whole. Democracy, when detached from its
cultural and ideational dimensions, becomes a mere technology of governance rather than a lived
political project. This exhaustion manifests not only in declining trust toward governments and
international institutions but also in the emergence of cultural and nationalist movements that contest
the universalist grammar of liberalism. The resulting fragmentation reveals that the current
democratic malaise is as much about legitimacy as it is about governance.

This paper argues, therefore, that democracy must be understood as a long-term ideational
and symbolic project, dependent upon both rational and cultural dimensions of legitimacy.
Reconnecting these dimensions requires not only institutional reform but also a theoretical
reorientation capable of addressing the cultural foundations of democratic life. By tracing the
conceptual foundations of democracy promotion and identifying its theoretical and institutional
limits, this study aims to bridge the gap between political theory and international practice. It
advances the proposition that democracy promotion, historically dominated by procedural and
technocratic approaches, can benefit from a cultural perspective, integrating identity, recognition, and

heritage into its frameworks of legitimacy. As noted by the European Commission:

“Cultural participation contributes to the legitimacy of democratic institutions by reinforcing
the perceived fairness, responsiveness and representativeness of governance. When citizens
engage in cultural and civic life, they tend to perceive political institutions as more legitimate,
accountable and reflective of their collective identity.”(EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2023,

p. 18).

1 DEMOCRACY PROMOTION AND CULTURE: NEW CHALLENGES AND THE
INTERSECTION OF MODERN TRADITIONS

1.1 Between Institutions and Ideas

According to Carothers (CAROTHERS, 2002), democracy promotion has evolved along
two main axes: institutional engineering and cultural promotion. However, in a context of renewed
cultural agendas and importance the dominance of the institutional axis created a deficit of meaning,
the belief that democratic institutions could be transplanted without the cultural legitimacy needed
for their consolidation. This is supported by Freedom House (2025), which identifies Latin America
as a region with a sharp decline in trust in democratic institutions, in a phenomenon that can also be

illustrated globally according to democratic quality metrics. Both Freedom House (2025) and OAS
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(2023) data previously shown illustrate that institutional reforms alone do not prevent democratic
erosion when symbolic inclusion and recognition are lacking. Liberalism’s strength lies in its
procedural universality, but its weakness emerges when confronted with cultural demands for
recognition. As Berlin (BERLIN, 1999, p. 78) reminds us, “negative liberty alone is not sufficient for
the content of political life; there must also be a sense of belonging.” Similarly, Taylor (TAYLOR,
1994, p. 25) contends that “the integrity of the individual depends on recognition; the absence of
recognition is a form of moral oppression.” In the liberal model of democracy promotion, culture
often appears as a secondary concern, yet it is precisely through cultural narratives that legitimacy is
reproduced. Thus, democracy promotion must be redefined as a dialogue between universal rights
and plural forms of meaning. The liberal ideal of neutrality must give way to an interpretative practice
capable of engaging with identity, heritage, and symbolic belonging.

The OAS Democratic Charter (OAS, 2001, p.2) asserts that “the peoples of the Americas
have a right to democracy and their governments have an obligation to promote and defend it.” Yet,
the erosion of multilateralism reflects not only declining cooperation among states but also the
weakening of the symbolic horizon that sustained the liberal promise of universality. The report of
the OAS (OAS, 2023) and data from V-Dem (VDEM, 2024) show a significant reduction in
international democratic coordination efforts. This decline indicates a pressing need for a new
multilateral ethos grounded in dialogue and cultural legitimacy.

1.2 Toward a Cultural Turn in Democracy Promotion: Recognition and Belonging

Taylor’s (TAYLOR, 1994, p. 25) notion of recognition suggests that democracy requires
both procedural and cultural consent. UNESCO conventions on Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003)
and Cultural Diversity (2005) illustrate how heritage and identity can become democratic resources.
Empirical evidence from V-Dem indexes (VDEM, 2024) also shows that countries such as Canada,
Uruguay, and Taiwan, which integrate cultural recognition policies, exhibit healthy democratic
stability indices. This supports the idea of a cultural turn, redefining democracy promotion as a form
of cultural mediation rather than mere institutional transfer.

The fragility of contemporary democracies, both consolidated and emerging, indicates that
the liberal paradigm of democracy promotion, built on universal procedural norms and institutional
rationality, has maybe reached an epistemological limit and needs complementary to deal with

pluralistic demands based on culture. The current phase of global political change reveals that
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legitimacy can no longer be maintained exclusively through the vocabulary of institutions, elections,
and rule of law. Rather, legitimacy is now deeply intertwined with the politics of recognition,
belonging, and identity, categories that reside in the realm of culture. This realization calls for a
cultural turn in the practice and theory of democracy promotion. Such a turn would mean
reinterpreting democracy not only as a form of governance but as a cultural and symbolic project
sustained by narratives, meanings, and collective imagination. It recognizes that democracy functions
effectively only when its procedures resonate with a shared moral and cultural horizon within which
citizens can perceive themselves as co-authors of the political order. The international landscape of
the early twenty-first century has been marked by what scholars like Larry Diamond (DIAMOND,
2016) and Thomas Risse (RISSE, 2015) identify as a “global democratic recession”. After three
decades of expansion, democracy now faces a sustained period of regression: Freedom House’s 2025
data also reports that 60 countries experienced deterioration in political rights and civil liberties,
marking the nineteenth consecutive year of global decline (FREEDOM HOUSE, 2025). These trends
have affected not only emerging democracies but also long-established regimes in the Global North,
exposing vulnerabilities once thought to be resolved. Conventional analyses often approach this
erosion through institutional frameworks, emphasizing electoral integrity, rule of law, and checks and
balances. Yet these perspectives risk neglecting the deeper ideological and cultural roots of
democratic legitimacy. Democracy must be seen not merely as a set of structures but as a long-term
ideational project, born from the dual lineage of Liberalism and Romanticism in modern political
thought. Liberalism endowed modernity with universal rights, procedural rationality, and institutional
design; Romanticism contributed notions of belonging, identity, and the aesthetic imagination of the
political community (BERLIN, 1994).. Today’s democratic fragility can thus be read as the renewed
tension between these two genealogies: the institutional rationality of liberal order facing the
reemergence of cultural, symbolic, and identity-driven claims that liberalism struggles to incorporate.

This insight bears direct implications for the practice of democracy promotion, the set of
political, diplomatic, and developmental efforts through which international organizations, states, and
civil society actors seek to sustain or expand democratic governance and international law globally
(LEININGER, 2022). Traditionally, democracy promotion has been a product of the liberal paradigm
of international relations, built upon universalist assumptions about rights, participation, and rational
mstitutionalism and a normative macro structure of international law. However, the rise of new

nationalisms, communitarian identity movements, and postcolonial pluralisms reveals the limits of
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this universalism. The liberal model, oriented toward procedures and guarantees, finds itself ill-
equipped to engage with the cultural dimension of legitimacy now shaping political life across
regions. A cultural turn, a paradigmatic shift that acknowledges culture, identity, and symbolic
legitimacy is then integral, not peripheral, components of democratic resilience. We will further
analyze this conventional framework and institutional undertaking of democracy promotion in the

next sub-section.

1.3 Democracy Promotion: Between Institutions and Ideas

The term democracy promotion broadly refers to the international efforts to encourage
democratic governance and practices in non-democratic or transitional states. Larry Diamond
(DIAMOND, 1995; 2008) defines it as a multifaceted agenda encompassing “the encouragement of
free and fair elections, rule of law, human rights, civil society, and accountable governance.” Thomas
Carothers (CAROTHERS, 2002) distinguishes between two main approaches: institutional
engineering, focused on building democratic structures, and cultural promotion, which seeks to foster
democratic values and norms.

The first approach dominates the field. Multilateral and bilateral initiatives, ranging from
election observation to judicial reform and technical assistance, have long been informed by an
institutionalist bias, derived from the liberal understanding of democracy as a set of rational,
transferable mechanisms. This perspective assumes that the diffusion of democratic institutions
follows a linear trajectory once procedural norms are established. However, as recent decades
demonstrate, institutional transplantation without cultural legitimacy or an awareness to the renewed
cultural aspects of identity and belonging can foster ill prepared institutional regimes. The erosion of
liberal regimes, even in consolidated democracies, reveals that the democratic project is not self-
sustaining only normatively: its institutions rely on a continuous process of cultural debate
(MUAKCHIM, 2021), (SULANJARI, 2025) moral consensus, and discursive legitimacy being ever
updated along the axis of new debates regarding the role of culture and belonging (BANDAMA,
2023). The European Union special document report produced by the European Commission,
discussing the interplay between culture and democratic representation (EC, 2023) further elaborates
upon these topics stating:

“There is a clear and positive correlation between rates of citizens’ participation in cultural
activities and indicators of civic engagement, democracy and social cohesion. Participation
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in cultural activities strengthens democracy and social cohesion in many different ways. The
benefits of participating in cultural activities include increased likelihood to vote, to
volunteer and to participate in community activities, projects and organisations; the
development of positive social attitudes associated with civic and democratic values and
identities, such as feelings of community belonging, tolerance, trust and empathy for people
from different backgrounds; and the development of personal and social skills and
competencies that are essential for functioning democracies.” (EUROPEAN
COMMIISSION, 2023, p. 5).

Based on this elucidation and the historical theoretical background, the neglect of these
dimensions, central to Romanticism’s political imagination, can weaken democracy promotion as
both a normative and practical endeavor. Contemporary democracy promotion, therefore, faces a
twofold challenge being firstly; to address the rise of cultural and identity-driven movements that
question liberal universalism, and secondly to redefine legitimacy in a plural world where democracy
must coexist with multiple cultural models of belonging and representation.

When international actors advocate liberal norms in purely procedural terms, they may
inadvertently reproduce the perception of external imposition — a tension already identified by Jan
Zielonka (ZIELONKA, 2018) in his critique of Western-centric liberal universalism. Addressing the
democratic crisis, therefore, requires more than institutional repair: it requires a renewed

understanding of how cultural and symbolic dimensions mediate legitimacy.

1.4 Multilateralism and the Democratic Ideal

The post-war international order placed democracy, international law and human rights at
the core of global governance (KORETSEK-MOWETT, 2020, p. 798). Organizations such as the
United Nations, European Union, and Organization of American States institutionalized these values
through charters, democratic clauses, and monitoring mechanisms. Democracy as a political ideal
from a multilateral perspective offers an internationally valid strategy to address populist and
authoritarian waves through a minimally shared basis of values. Yet this multilateral structure, too,
faces stress from the rise of new bilateralisms, nationalist protectionisms, and ideological

fragmentation:

“Democracy was, for a long time, the champion of the modern nation-state(...) On the
contrary, this system has been struggling to keep up with the ever-rising challenges brought
about by our globalised reality and is losing in the race to become the champion of
contemporary statehood, leaving space for other types of regimes, namely authoritarian ones,
to gain more ground.” (DE MONTE, 2024, p. 3).
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The erosion of consensus on universal norms reveals the fragility of the liberal order.
Paradoxically, the very universality that once made democracy promotion legitimate now becomes
its vulnerability, as plural societies demand recognition of difference. The next frontier, therefore, is
to reimagine democracy promotion not as interventionist universalism, but as dialogical pluralism, a
cooperative and culturally adaptive process grounded in shared legitimacy rather than standardized

forms.

1.5 Cultural Legitimacy as a Dimension of Democratic Resilience

Liberal democracies have traditionally grounded legitimacy in procedural consent, the
consent of the governed expressed through elections, rights, and representative mechanisms. Yet, as
the Romantic tradition foresaw, the endurance of such legitimacy also depends on cultural consent:
the perception that the political community mirrors the symbolic life of its members. Charles Taylor’s
(TAYLOR, 1994) concept of recognition also captures this dimension. For him, democracy requires
not only formal inclusion but cultural visibility, the acknowledgment of particular identities within
the public sphere. Without this, even the most formally democratic systems risk alienation and
disengagement. In this sense, democracy promotion that seeks to build institutions without addressing
the symbolic and cultural underpinnings of legitimacy risks reproducing shallow democracies. The
liberal assumption that political norms can be transplanted independently of cultural contexts
overlooks the Romantic insight that each polity embodies a unique moral world shaped by its
language, traditions, and collective imagination (HERDER, 1784; BERLIN, 1976). Operationalizing
the cultural dimension of democracy promotion requires bridging theory and practice. The UNESCO
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO, 2003), for example,
implicitly recognizes that cultural participation and collective memory are integral to human rights
and citizenship. Similarly, OAS initiatives on Democracy and Cultural Diversity link democratic
consolidation to cultural inclusion, language rights, and local heritage protection.

These instruments further suggest that culture is not merely a symbolic domain but a
normative and participatory infrastructure, a way of giving democratic meaning to diversity.
Integrating such frameworks into democracy promotion would mean developing polysemic public
policies, capable of addressing identity, memory, and belonging alongside governance and economic

development. A “cultural prism” would thus expand democracy promotion beyond its technocratic

DIGE - Direito Internacional e Globalizacdo Econémica - v. 14 n. 14 (2026): DIGE - Direito Internacional e
Globalizacdo Econdémica - Edicdo continua - 2026 - DOI: 10.23925/2526-6284/2023.v14n14.73920
http://revistas.pucsp.br/index.php/DIGE- ISSN: 2526-6284 - v. 14 n. 14 (2026) - pag. 53-69

63



http://revistas.pucsp.br/index.php/DIGE

ﬁ;'! ia E]I] DIREITC Democracy promotion and culture: rethinking strategies in a plural
i INTERNACICNAL

[a E GLOBALIZAGAO @':NP q world

ECCNOMICA Ficnirat Antonio Vava Cavalcante

T

PUC 5P

profile, allowing it to become a medium of dialogue between multicultural grammars rather than a
unidirectional export of models. The recognition of plural epistemologies, Western, postcolonial,
indigenous, communitarian by means of the representative role of culture and heritage can then be
seen not as a threat to democratic universality, but as a renewal of its imaginative and moral scope,
with a cultural paradigm fostering the contributive interface instead of emphasizing fragmentation if
distinct from static universalist aspects. In practice, this paradigm shift implies a new ethos for
multilateral institutions and the cultural backbone of international law and its normative debates.
Instead of viewing democracy as a finished institutional template, international organizations could
foster dialogical multilateralism, centered on reciprocal recognition and co-authorship in defining
democratic values. This approach resonates with what Isaiah Berlin (BERLIN, 1991) also elaborated
upon the category of value pluralism: the understanding that legitimate human values may be multiple
and incommensurable, yet still capable of coexistence under the broader canopy of freedom. The task
of democracy promotion, then, becomes not to enforce uniformity, but to mediate plurality, to sustain
institutions flexible enough to accommodate different cultural expressions of legitimacy while being
aware of its ideals as political projects not merely normative structures. Such an approach would also
reduce the perception of liberal democracy as a Western imposition, restoring trust in international
cooperation as a platform for shared learning and symbolic exchange. By reintroducing culture as a
renewed central axis of multilateralism, democracy promotion can reclaim both normative legitimacy

and local resonance if debate is indeed favored by the underlying multilateral institutional framework.

2 FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Democracy’s contemporary trials, its erosion, polarization, and the rise of illiberal
populisms, are not mere institutional failures but can be seen as symptoms of a deeper conceptual
dissonance: the widening gap between liberal proceduralism and cultural—aesthetic demands of plural
modern societies. The post-world war multilateral liberal order, founded on the universal principles
of reason, rights, and formal equality, now confronts a world in which legitimacy increasingly
emerges from lived cultural and symbolic experience, collective memory, and identity (SCHUBERT,
2022, COX, 2016), categories once cultivated historically by Romanticism across the developments
of political modernity. As Freedom House (2025) and V-Dem (2024) both demonstrated, the erosion

of democratic norms often coincides with crises of recognition and representation. Where citizens no
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longer perceive themselves reflected in the symbolic order of institutions, democracy’s procedural
shell persists, but its moral vitality fades.

This paper has argued that to revitalize democracy promotion, we must reconcile
contributions from these two intellectual traditions, Liberalism and Romanticism, within a shared
conceptual horizon that is now more culturally aware than ever. Liberalism’s institutional architecture
remains indispensable for guaranteeing rights, accountability, and representation. Yet Romanticism
reminds us that politics cannot survive without culture, without the symbolic forms through which
communities recognize themselves and perceive power as legitimate. The future of democracy
promotion, therefore, lies in its ability to integrate these dimensions, transforming institutional design
into an act of cultural mediation and democratic imagination. Such integration does not imply the
abandonment of universality but its redefinition through a multicultural dialogue. A universalism that
recognizes particularity, grounded in Berlin’s (BERLIN, 1991) notion of value pluralism and Taylor’s
(TAYLOR, 1994) theory of recognition, can transcend the binary of imposition versus relativism. It
reframes democracy as a polyphonic project: a shared grammar of freedom spoken through diverse
cultural landscapes. In this sense, democracy’s universality is not static or prescriptive but dynamic,
generated in the very process of mutual translation among cultures. From a policy perspective, this
“cultural prism” represents both a theoretical correction and a practical necessity. It invites
international organizations, policymakers, and scholars to expand their focus from formal institutions
to the cultural ecosystems that sustain them, the narratives, practices, and heritage through which
citizens experience belonging. UNESCO’s (UNESCO 2003, 2005) conventions already point in this
direction, recognizing that safeguarding cultural diversity and intangible heritage strengthens civic
participation and fosters democratic resilience. Similarly, Freedom House’s (FREEDOM HOUSE,
2025) regional findings suggest that democracies integrating cultural pluralism into governance
exhibit higher endurance against authoritarian pressures. Re-anchoring democracy promotion in this
cultural dimension can restore the symbolic foundations of legitimacy that purely procedural reforms
cannot reach. It offers a way to mitigate polarization, rebuild trust in multilateral cooperation, and
recover democracy’s imaginative force in an era defined by fragmentation and fatigue. Ultimately,
democracy must be reclaimed not only as a system of governance but as a living culture, one that
speaks to the moral and symbolic life of its people. To promote democracy, therefore, is to promote
a political capacity that can be materially and symbolically reinforced through the cultivation of

cultural heritage, shared memory, and the continuing dialogue between universality and difference.
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This cultural prism also has profound implications for international law and global
governance. Since the postwar era, international institutions such as the United Nations, the OAS,
and the Council of Europe have anchored democracy and human rights as pillars of the international
order. Yet their legitimacy increasingly depends on their capacity to engage with the cultural
foundations of political life. The UNESCO Conventions on Intangible Heritage (2003) and Cultural
Diversity (2005) already anticipate this transformation, recognizing culture as both a human right and
a condition for democratic participation. Similarly, the Inter-American Democratic Charter (OAS,
2001) explicitly links democracy to the collective identity and historical experience of peoples, an
implicit acknowledgment that procedural guarantees alone cannot sustain legitimacy without cultural
resonance.

From a normative standpoint, international law must evolve toward a degree of plasticity
that preserves the moral core of human rights while acknowledging diverse pathways to democratic
expression. As Franck (FRANCK, 1990) and Habermas (HABERMAS, 1998) have also argued, the
legitimacy of global governance depends on the interplay between legal validity and social
recognition. In this view, democracy promotion is not simply an act of norm diffusion but a process
of discursive translation, a constant negotiation between universal principles and local cultural orders.
Operationally, this calls for international organizations to broaden their conception of democracy
promotion beyond institutional engineering. Policies should incorporate cultural heritage, education
for citizenship, symbolic inclusion, and dialogical mechanisms capable of mediating between global
norms and local traditions, a fact that has also been noted in its structural importance by the European
Commission report (EC, 2023). By embedding cultural sensitivity into democratic assistance and
human rights mechanisms, global governance can regain the legitimacy that technocratic frameworks
alone have lost. Re-anchoring democracy in this cultural-normative synthesis can help mitigate
polarization, rebuild multilateral trust, and restore democracy’s imaginative force in an era of
fragmentation. It enables a transition from governance based on rule enforcement to governance
rooted in mutual recognition, a transformation crucial for the survival of a pluralist international order
now favored by the element of culture instead of static to it. International law can reinforce this
mechanism through the protection of cultural rights, the safeguarding of heritage, and the continual
renewal of dialogue between universality and difference. In this synthesis between law and culture,
democracy’s promise as both a moral and political project may once again become credible in the

twenty-first century.
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