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Fault lines in democracy 
Towards a new culture of conflict  
and participation in the age of AI
Dominik Hierlemann, Rebekka Vollmer, Stefan Roch, Angela Jain

Democracy once had it easier. Its global influence is declining, social conflicts are 
hardening, and trust in state institutions is eroding. At the same time, people are 
demanding more participation and a stronger sense of community. What can be done? 
Concepts for renewing democracy must address the fault lines that define our time. In 
the age of AI, both state and society need to embrace greater openness to cooperation 
and a new culture of conflict and compromise. 
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Liberal democracy under strain: 
caught between external 
pressure and internal doubt

Since the mid-2000s, liberal democracy has been 
losing appeal — at times even retreating. Even in 
Europe, voices praising authoritarian regimes such 

as China or Saudi Arabia for their efficiency and 
assertiveness are growing louder. Failed attempts 
to export democracy, for example in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, stagnation and regression in Western 
societies, and democratic backsliding in parts 
of Central and Eastern Europe show that global 
democratisation is not history’s default path.
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Alongside this loss of global appeal, internal doubts 
are mounting: the shared normative foundation within 
democracies is crumbling. In the United States, funda-
mental democratic principles — such as the rule of law 
and the freedom of the press and of science — are in-
creasingly being called into question. Right-wing pop-
ulists worldwide flirt openly with authoritarianism. Is 
the “light” of liberal democracy fading? 1 Loss of global 
significance fuels doubt in our own system, and inter-
nal upheavals dampen democratic enthusiasm around 
the globe.

The causes are varied and well documented. Economic 
upheavals, cultural identity conflicts, and permanent 
crisis experiences create uncertainty and encourage 
a retreat into national frames. In such circumstances, 
authoritarian solutions quickly gain appeal.

Where, then, can hope be found? Positive examples, 
however, should not be overlooked: in South Korea, 
members of parliament and civil society together 
stopped an attempted coup. In several elections, mod-
erate forces have benefited from a counter-movement 
to populist polarisation. Most importantly, democracy 
carries within it the capacity for self-correction. It 

draws strength from critique, using it to adapt and 
evolve. This openness is ultimately more constructive 
than constantly repeating narratives of democratic 
decline.

Disconnected: in a digital world, 
democracy is losing its analogue 
strengths2

Democratic processes are traditionally analogue, linear 
and deliberately slow. This inertia was once its strength; 
it safeguarded stability and principles such as participa-
tion, legal clarity, and institutional reliability.

Today’s world, however, is digital-individualised and 
driven by real-time feedback. Social media platforms 
illustrate how digital discourse now operates: likes and 
dislikes reward exaggeration, while the constant flow 
of information discourages moderation. Unsurprising-
ly, research often finds predominantly negative effects 
of digital media on democratic processes.3 Alternative 
platforms such as Mastodon or Bluesky — featuring 

less aggressive algorithms, 
distinct moderation practic-
es and greater user auton-
omy — have so far failed to 
attract user bases comparable 
to X, Instagram or TikTok.

Democratic decisions thrive 
on careful compromise, en-
sured by slow, institutional-
ised processes. Is compro-
mise — a basic democratic 
skill — purely analogue? At the 
very least, this entails incorpo-
rating essential perspectives 
into a deliberate, iterative 
process that reflects a diversi-
ty of voices. Digital discourse, 
by contrast, runs counter to 
the slow and linear nature of 
such democratic processes by 
being accelerated and simul-
taneous at its core.

Freedom, fundamental rights, and the rule of law
Peace and security
Effective problem solving and welfare
Progress

Liberal democracy and its promises

FIGURE 1 Inner challenges and authoritarian narratives of success: 
 the promises of liberal democracy under pressure 

Source: own illustration
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The key question now is whether rapid advances in ar-
tificial intelligence (AI) can create new perspectives. AI 
undoubtedly risks empowering autocrats and deepening 
digital chaos through ever more sophisticated disinfor-
mation and hybrid warfare. Yet analytical and generative 
AI also offer ways to strengthen democracy’s analogue 
qualities in a digital world. Platforms like Pol.is demon-
strate how AI can organise diverse perspectives so that, 
despite disagreement, coherent and dialogue-oriented 
proposals can be developed.4 AI can organise informa-
tion flows to support reflective, compromise-oriented 
discourse. The challenge now is to determine how AI 
can serve the democracy of tomorrow: as a tool that 
deepens polarisation, or as one that strengthens debate 
and improves democratic processes.

Urgently needed: strategies 
for addressing populism and 
countering extremism

For years, many in Western democracies regarded 
populism as a passing phase. That expectation has 
proved false: populist parties have become entrenched 
in political systems and, in some cases, have taken on 
governing roles. The strategy of established parties to 
frame every election as a referendum on democracy 
has reached its limits. Citizens increasingly reject being 
subjected to loyalty tests — even when democracy 
itself is at stake.

Populism now extends beyond party success. It has 
become a discourse style and a political strategy. Thus, 
a clear distinction matters.5 As a style, populism relates 
to language, rhetoric and performance rather than 
content. It is concerned more with how something is 
said than with what is said. This shapes much of to-
day’s public discourse.

As a political strategy, populism operates through 
top-down mobilisation, with leaders positioning them-
selves as the exclusive representatives of “the people” 
while discrediting elites and advancing an anti-pluralist 

politics. Here, the line to extremism blurs: populism as 
discourse or style challenges democracy; as a political 
strategy with clear anti-democratic references, it seeks 
to abolish it. When criticism turns into contempt, op-
ponents become enemies and institutions are deliber-
ately delegitimised, extremism is at work.

Democratic actors must remain vigilant when pop-
ulism becomes routine and respond decisively when 
extremism emerges. Normalising populist style mutes 
democratic alarm bells. Political parties should critical-
ly examine their own rhetoric. It requires courage to 
draw distinctions, determination to confront extrem-
ists on substance, and consistency in recognising and 
countering extremism wherever it arises.

Many assume that voters of populist and extremist 
parties are not necessarily radical in their attitudes. If 
that is the case, existing approaches to political com-
munication and public discourse may need to be re-
considered. In emerging multi-party systems, tradition-
al mass parties are losing their integrative function and 
struggle to hold together electorates of differing inter-
ests. Younger voters, like in Germany, France and Po-
land, are testing fringe parties. As established parties 
concentrate on mobilising an ever-smaller core elec-
torate, opportunities for broad dialogue continue to 
shrink. The short-term mobilisation payoff reinforces 
long-term antagonism. A strategic shift in dealing with 
populist and extremist parties therefore demands both 
clearer substantive positioning and greater commu-
nicative openness towards all voters.

The expectation trap: between 
citizens’ aspirations and state 
realities

What may the state expect from citizens, and citizens 
from the state? While this question has always been 
part of democratic discourse, it assumes renewed 
significance amid today’s global and social transfor-
mations. It is obvious that there is a gap between the 
expectations of the state and those of its citizens. De-
mands and practice are drifting apart.

Facing growing challenges, scarce resources and de-
clining capacity to act, the state demands a great deal 

“�AI can organise information flows to support 
reflective, compromise-oriented discourse.”
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of trust from its citizens. It expects them to fulfil their 
civic responsibilities — voting, obeying the law, paying 
taxes — yet remains cautious (beyond entrepreneurial 
or voluntary engagement) about enabling concrete citi-
zen participation. At least since the days of New Public 
Management, citizens have often been addressed as 
clients, while hierarchical and bureaucratic structures 
persist. Beyond elections, democratic participation 
tends to fade. The state pressures itself to deliver per-
fect solutions and services rather than involve citizens 
in debating the best ones.

Citizens, for their part, hold conflicting expectations: 
the state should guarantee rights, provide tailored 
services and solve complex problems — ideally with-
out imposing personal constraints. Trust is dwindling, 
demonstrated by the observation that only a quarter 
of citizens believe the state is up to its tasks.6 Many 
citizens are increasingly engaging with the state in the 
same way it addresses them: as clients.

Both sides are caught in an expectation trap: each 
expects the other to deliver, yet both remain stuck 
in their own patterns and distrust. This hinders joint 
problem-solving. Resources that could serve the com-
mon good remain untapped, and administrations face 
growing tasks with mounting dissatisfaction.

There is, however, another way. After the Sunflower 
Movement protests in 2014, Taiwan deliberately inte-
grated activists into policymaking, established a digital 
ministry and, together with the civic-tech community, 
developed vTaiwan — a digital platform through which 
citizens contribute to shaping legislation. Structural 
openness, digital innovation and participatory process-
es created a new dialogue between state and society.

Recalibrating mutual expectations could open new 
avenues for cooperation. When the state recognises 
its role not only as regulator but also as enabler, citi-
zens can engage as co-producers of a living democra-
cy. Such a shift demands a change of perspective from 
both government and society alike.

Complex crises, linear processes: 
public administration operating 
on an outdated system

Public administration today operates in a structurally 
tense environment. On the one hand, it still follows 
a waterfall logic, with fixed hierarchies and clearly 
defined responsibilities — even for complex projects. 
Processes remain top-down, based on assumptions 
of predictability, reliability and stability. On the other 
hand, it must respond to many things simultaneous-
ly in a state of permanent crisis. The problem is that 
complex transformations — climate change, migra-
tion, digitalisation — cannot be worked through; they 
require continuous adaptation and cooperation. In 
an increasingly dynamic environment, the traditional 
model is reaching its limits. Public administration is 
functioning on an outdated operating logic.

Politically, the pressure to respond quickly to crises 
and upheavals is being met with ever new attempts at 
regulation. The volume of applicable laws, standards 
and rules in Germany reached a new high in 2024.7 
Growing complexity also fuels more litigation: 933,000 
cases remained unresolved in 2024 (2021: 727,021). 8

Meanwhile, institutional conditions for preparing and 
implementing decisions are deteriorating. Resource 
shortages, legal uncertainty and time pressure lim-
it room for manoeuvre. Digitalisation and AI offer 
considerable potential — for instance, by integrating 
knowledge and data across domains, automating time- 
and labour-intensive processes, and improving services 
for citizens and businesses. Yet this potential remains 
underused.9 Rigid hierarchies, siloed responsibilities 
and over-cautious interpretations of data protection 
block progress. There is also often a lack of courage, 
willingness to take risks, and support from political 
leaders to interpret certain rules more flexibly.

With the Federal Ministry for Digital and Governmen-
tal Modernisation, an important step has also been 
taken in Germany, alongside introductions such as 

“�Recalibrating mutual expectations could open 
new avenues for cooperation.”

”�There is also often a lack of courage, willingness 
to take risks, and support from political leaders 
to interpret certain rules more flexibly.”
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the Federal ID, e-files in the justice system, and digital 
patient records. The key now is to strengthen mana-
gerial capacity, set clear priorities and focus on deliv-
ery — guided by a willingness to learn, data-informed 
approaches and cross-departmental collaboration.

Growing polarisation:  
social conflicts are  
hardening

Society exists only with others.10 Germany has never 
been as diverse as today: in 2005, 19 percent of Ger-
many’s population had a migration background; by 
2022, 29 percent. 11 Awareness of diverse sexual ori-
entations, lifestyles and family models has never been 
greater. Yet opportunities for genuine exchange are 
shrinking. As clubs disappear and city centres empty, 
public debate increasingly shifts online — often vehe-
ment and rarely moderated. Democracy, particularly 
in plural societies, relies on dialogue and mutual un-
derstanding to ensure that “we, the people” embraces 
others, not only ourselves.

Social media has radically changed communication: 
from discourse shaped locally by neighbourhood re-
alities and nationally by leading media, parties and 
associations, to a highly fragmented, always-on digital 
exchange in which “I” often eclipses “we”.12 Online, ex-
pression often seeks applause or outrage rather than 
understanding. Acceptance of other views and ways 
of life suffers. Former opponents in debate become 

enemies. Where parties, churches, social partners or 
associations once forged compromises, conflicting 
camps now face off as “them” versus “us”, with no 
middle ground. Dialogue breakdowns are increasing. 
Nearly a third of respondents in one Forsa survey re-
ported reducing or cutting off contact over political 
disagreements.13 Social media is not solely to blame, 
but it reinforces the trend. For now, the hardening of 
conflicts feels inevitable.

Even deep conflicts can at times be bridged, also on-
line. Platforms like Reddit illustrate that nuanced, plu-
ral debates are possible, although such cases remain 
the exception rather than the rule. Innovations such 
as local social networks — like Vermont’s “Front Porch 
Forum” — link digital communication to local issues 
and create space for constructive exchange.14 There, 
people meet not as isolated individuals but as citizens, 
connected by shared rights, duties and affiliations. 
That is the basis for acceptance and enables democrat-
ic coexistence amid diverse lifestyles and views. 

Citizen participation: fostering 
openness, experimentation and 
innovation

Democracy thrives when people participate, and par-
ticipation has impact. This ideal is widely affirmed. But 
then it becomes difficult. There is general agreement 
that traditional forms of participation in parties, asso-
ciations, and trade unions are losing their appeal. But 
politicians disagree on how much space and influence 
new forms of participation should be given.

Germany has long been an innovation lab for partici-
patory democracy — long at the local level, increasing-
ly at state level and now also federally. 15 This is easily 
drowned out by general doom-saying about democ-
racy and Germany’s decline. Citizens’ assemblies are a 
case in point. Even small municipalities run them, and 
several federal states have anchored them in coalition 
agreements.

Many administrations, however, still lack the expertise 
to design participation procedures fit for purpose. And 
while random selection is methodologically interesting 
and increasingly popular, the actual circle of partic-

FIGURE 2  Administration on the wrong operating 
 system: present and future in comparison
 

Source: own illustration
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ipants often remains small. It may not be the “usual 
suspects”, but to critics it is still a “suspiciously small 
number”. This is partly because analogue participation 
is rarely combined with broad digital debate. Where 
participation is purely digital, communicative outreach 
is often neglected.

A new, unhelpful development is the dogmatic tone 
creeping into debates about strengthening established 
procedures and developing new ones. Citizens’ assem-
blies are not “alternative parliaments,” as critics often 
claim. Most participants understand both the possibili-
ties and limits of such processes, yet want their results 
taken seriously and fed into political debate.

What is needed is a pragmatic discussion of the 
scope, opportunities and limits of participation — and 
targeted efforts to involve more people in shaping 
their communities. The portfolio of options should be 
broader: traditional formats should not be played off 
against new approaches. There is no such thing as too 
much good dialogue, engaging discourse and effective 
participation.

A shared vision for the future? 
Between orientation and  
openness in democracy

Democracy is a promise to the future. But what if pub-
lic life seems dominated by disaster and crisis? What 
if faith in economic progress fades? Could a shared 
vision provide guidance amid uncertainty, self-interest, 
and exclusion?

In recent years, voices from across the political 
spectrum have increasingly called for a shared nar-
rative — one not imposed from above but guided by 
politics. What is sought is a more unified and positive 
vision of liberal democracies: a counterpoint to the 
Trumps and Orbáns of this world.

A shared vision can serve as a guiding star for common 
effort. Formerly stable social identities and political 
camps are disintegrating. Pluralisation, technological 
acceleration and global challenges unsettle identities 
and solidarity. More common ground could bridge 
fragmentation, make shared goals visible, and charge 
tomorrow’s democracy.

But there are reasons to be sceptical about the call for 
an overarching vision of the future. The idea carries 
the risk of levelling differences or suppressing cultural 
diversity in favour of a dominant interpretation. Who 
decides what should be included and what to do when 
there are conflicting views of that shared future? Open 
societies thrive on debate and the tolerance of varying 
interpretations of the world. The desire for one vision 
of the future can fuel authoritarian tendencies and 
produce new forms of exclusion instead of integration.

Any vision of the future must first acknowledge the 
present: conflicts are real and must be reflected in pol-
icy choices. All citizens must deal with uncertainties, 
have desires, and have hopes. Everyone longs for a 
future full of opportunity, yet ideas about what that 
future should look like differ widely. This is the real 
task for democratic parties — not as a joint project, but 
as a call to leave behind the poll-fixated discussions 
during election cycles and engage more strongly in 
larger discussions around our shared future.

Democratic societies must debate their self-image, 
goals and contradictions, seek space for compro-
mise and understanding. Without common ground, 
divisions deepen — and with them the risk that the 
public sphere fragments into parallel worlds marked 
by mistrust, simplification and isolation. Especially 
in highly heterogeneous societies, the struggle for a 
shared minimum of understanding and agreement of 
what connects, challenges and drives us, is key. How 
do we shape our democracy as a joint project that en
ables participation? How can the digital and ecological 
transformations be shaped to promote social inclusion, 
intergenerational justice and quality of life for all? 

“�This is the real task for democratic parties — to 
engage more strongly in larger discussions 
around our shared future.”

“�What is needed is a pragmatic discussion 
of the scope, opportunities and limits of 
participation — and targeted efforts to involve 
more people in shaping their communities.”
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How can we put diversity, dialogue, and the negotia-
tion of complex interests at the centre, instead of por-
traying cultural differences as a threat?

Answers to these questions may not constitute a uni-
form picture of the future, but they point beyond the 
present. We need more social understanding — a joint 
effort to clarify how we discuss and argue, accept dif-
ferences and, fundamentally, what democracy means 
to us today and how we want to live it.

From fault lines to lasting bridges: three 
guiding ideas for democracy’s renewal

Across eight fault lines, we have reflected on what 
currently ails our democracy. We have outlined ap-
proaches to strengthening and developing democracy 
that warrant consideration and debate. We conclude 
with three overarching reflections on the nature of 
democracy, on conflict and compromise, and on the 
importance of participation, particularly in its new 
forms.

Rethinking the democratic state  
in the age of AI

There cannot and should not be smooth democracy in 
the age of AI, for democracy thrives on contestation 
and conflict. Deliberation and negotiation are essen-
tial; mistakes are unavoidable prerequisites for learn-
ing and innovation. Speed matters when danger looms 
or legitimate decisions must be implemented swiftly. 
Yet legitimacy itself arises through debate and nego-
tiation — processes that require time and space for 
justification and revision. These deliberative dynamics 
must not be curtailed; new technologies should serve 
to deepen and enrich them. The democratic challenge 
in the age of AI lies in calibrating speed wisely: to 
accelerate where trust and clarity exist, and to slow 
down where fairness, compromise and careful assess-
ment are required.

What would this require? Open arenas for debate 
where plurality and arguments are visible. With-
in these arenas, AI and digitalisation could make 

FIGURE 3  Eight fault lines of contemporary democracy
 

Source: own illustration
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positions visible, preserve minority voices, and map 
zones of compromise. This, however, requires admin-
istrations with greater room for manoeuvre: fewer 
fragmented rules, more discretion and stronger prior-
itisation skills — so that experience can prevail over 
formalism. And the state itself? It should shift from an 
all-powerful actor to an enabler, opening spaces for 
cooperation in which citizens, civil society, science and 
business share responsibility.

Fostering understanding and compromise 
in a digitalised society

Individualisation and digitalisation shape our present. 
People are more connected than ever, yet they talk to 
each other less. Between fragmented worlds, parallel 
publics and personalised truths, understanding is a 
challenge that nostalgia cannot solve; yesterday’s soci-
ety will not return.

If we want understanding, we must revisit our view 
of conflict and compromise. In an age of polarisation, 
conflict is staged as a win or lose spectacle rather than 
a legitimate expression of plurality or productive fric-
tion. Compromise, demanded by democracy, is often 
misread as weakness rather than achievement.

We need a new culture of constructive debate and 
compromise: one that recognises differences without 
smoothing them away and one that can find common 
ground on that basis. This culture needs spaces — an-
alogue and digital — where democratic exchange can 
happen and be practised. The debate about a shared 
vision of the future illustrates this: what we need is 
not unity, but the willingness to talk about disagree-
ment and to tolerate it.

Much remains to be done. How can we design digi-
tal spaces that are vibrant and rich in argument, yet 
do not amplify emotional polarisation? How can we 

ensure that quiet voices and marginalised groups are 
heard? Rethinking understanding and compromise in 
a digital society is not an exercise in nostalgia. It is a 
democratic necessity.

How citizen participation can contribute 
to political progress 

Participation is the promise of a vibrant democracy. 
Yet in political practice, it is all too often treated as a 
burden. Its potential, however, is immense. The key 
question is how to design participation so that it has 
real impact: simpler, more inviting, more accessible; 
less “over-engineered” and more open. Participation 
should create opportunities for as many people as pos-
sible to be heard and to experience a genuine sense of 
agency.

This also requires a new understanding of the role of 
state actors. Participation is not a tedious accessory 
but a bridge between public debate and decision-
making. That takes not only attitude but resources: 
know-how, time, staff, backing and the awareness that 
participation is not a loss of control but a gain in politi-
cal quality and social capital.

The key for the future lies in connecting analogue and 
digital spaces. AI, used wisely, can help structure pro-
cesses, lower access barriers, visualise discussions, and 
bundle topics. It can amplify a great many voices with-
out compromising any individual one.

How do we bring participation and social debate 
closer together? Too many processes still operate as 
a “black box” 16: too few can access them, too few 
take part, and too little impact is visible. Participa-
tion, however, thrives on visibility. What we need 
is not a consensus-based ideal model but a shared 
willingness to create open spaces where understand-
ing and compromise are possible and a pragmatic, 
goal-oriented debate about effective procedures and 
methods. If we think about participation this way, it 
can evolve from a technical procedure into a demo-
cratic resonance chamber where citizens feel a sense 
of agency.

“�We need a new culture of constructive debate 
and compromise.”
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