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accept the outcome of elections. Mechanisms for the 
smooth transfer of power are laid out in a constitution or 
another legal document. Ideal-type democracies share the 
following characteristics, although few democracies fit 
this description exactly.

1.	 Citizens participate in selecting the government. 
There are free elections with anonymous ballots 
cast, widespread suffrage (voting rights), and com-
petition between members of different parties run-
ning for offices. Those who govern do so by the 
consent of the majority, but political minorities 
have rights, representation, and responsibilities.

2.	 Civil liberties are guaranteed. These usually 
include freedom of association, freedom of the 
press, freedom of speech, and freedom of religion. 
Such individual rights ensure dissent, and dissent 
creates more ideas about how to solve problems. 
These freedoms are therefore essential for a 
democracy to thrive.

3.	 Government powers are limited by a constitution. 
The government can intrude only into certain 
areas of individuals’ lives. Criminal procedures 
and police power are clearly defined, thus prohib-
iting harassment or terrorism by police. The judi-
cial system helps maintain a balance of power.

4.	 Governmental structure and process are spelled 
out. Generally, some officials are elected whereas 
others are appointed, but all are accountable to 
citizens. Representatives are given authority to 
pass laws, approve budgets, and hold the executive 
officer accountable for activities. The two main 
forms of democratic constitutional government 
are the parliamentary and presidential systems. In 
typical parliamentary governments, the head of 
government is a prime minister, chancellor, or 
premier, and there is also a president or monarch, 
with less power. Countries with this model include 
Belgium, Canada, Denmark, the United Kingdom, 
Japan, Sweden, Ireland, India, Israel, Pakistan, and 
Turkey. Examples of presidential governments 
include France, Italy, the United States, Germany, 
Argentina, Brazil, Kenya, and the Philippines.

Proportional representation means that each party is 
given a number of seats corresponding to the percentage of 
votes it received in the election. In winner-takes-all systems, 
the individual with more than 50% of the votes gets the seat. 
In the United States, the winner-takes-all presidential elec-
toral system has come under attack because the winner of 
the nationwide presidential popular vote can lose the elec-
tion. This actually happened in five presidential elections in 
the United States: 1824, 1876, 1888, 2000, and 2016 
(FactCheck 2016). In the most recent two instances—both 
in recent memory—Al Gore and Hillary Clinton, respec-
tively, received the most votes for president. Due to the  

These skulls are the remains of people massacred by the 
Khmer Rouge in the killing fields of Cambodia.
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People gather to protest gun violence and call for sensible gun laws 
outside the White House in 2016. Protests are one way citizens try to 
keep a government accountable and influence policy.
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