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Democracy, as a political regime and a political system in which the people are recognised as

the source of power, is now facing new challenges. The expansion of human rights raises

important new issues for society, such as who should be held accountable for decisions. In

contrast to traditional representative democracy, grassroots democracy expands civil rights

and liberties and holds citizens more accountable at the local level. Concurrently, it generates

some potential benefits for social development, both for the individuals who take part in it

and for society as a whole. This study examines the experience of nations worldwide in

implementing grassroots democracy and grassroots governance mechanisms. It makes an

effort to evaluate the potential and prospects of legal conceptualisation of the concept of

grassroots governance and adaptation of personal self-governance systems in terms of the

social growth of communities.
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Introduction

Participatory democracy asserts that citizens’ political parti-
cipation is one of the most vital components of the political
system. It also asserts that there are numerous avenues for

participation in the making of political decisions at the national,
state, and local levels. Its main characteristics are that all parti-
cipants in a political dialogue must present their points of view,
that any interested citizen may access the authorities’ arguments,
that the decisions reached during the dialogue between the
authorities and the citizens are legally binding, and that the
dialogue is ongoing (Barber, 2014). It is precisely on this basis
that the principles governing the use of dialogue-based forms of
political participation can be translated into political time.
Maintaining democracy necessitates ongoing effort on the part of
all parties involved in the political process. Its mechanisms and
procedures do not occur spontaneously. Instead, they are the
result of deliberate actions by civil society members seeking to
foster a culture of political participation (Pateman, 2012).

Democratic discussions have historically emphasised the sig-
nificance of representative and participatory governance, analys-
ing whether or not citizens prefer to give their voice to elected
officials or to have a more direct influence on current political
issues. Regardless of the difficulties of representation and parti-
cipation in practice, scholars generally assume that citizens desire
more participation opportunities (Font et al., 2015). This suggests
that people who are critical of political institutions and believe
that current mechanisms are insufficient to address current issues
are more likely to support changes that aim to expand democratic
freedoms and the free expression of the will of the people, or
grassroots democracy (GD). Such attitudes imply a lack of
satisfaction with the way democracy, in general, and democratic
institutions, specifically, operate (Kaufman and Dilla Alfonso,
1997). Consequently, there is a growing desire for political
transformation through citizen participation in decision-making.
In light of this, it is not surprising that dissatisfaction with
representative democracy is increasingly seen as the primary
reason for citizens’ preference for direct democracy. Additional
research has supported this theory and discovered a link between
political dissatisfaction and a preference for direct democratic
decision-making (Hibbing, 2001). However, results from other
studies about the connection between political dissatisfaction and
preference for direct democratic decision-making are less certain
and more ambiguous. People who prefer voting in referendums
frequently have a strong commitment to democracy but little
faith in representative democracy’s institutions (Gherghina and
Geissel, 2019). Other studies reach the opposite conclusion. A
comparative study of several countries, for instance, revealed that
citizens who trust the institutions of representative democracy
support direct democratic decision-making more strongly than
those who do not (Bowler et al., 2017). Recent years have seen a
rise in scholarly interest in the preference for direct democracy
among so-called populist political parties and their supporters,
particularly in the context of political dissatisfaction. However,
this trend is not commonplace. Additionally, voter dissatisfaction
with domestic and foreign policy issues in some countries,
especially Australia and New Zealand, is unrelated to their wishes
to support grassroots methods of expressing their will and
increase civic engagement in politics (Gherghina and Geissel,
2019).

Many authors acknowledge the difficulty of establishing a sys-
temic dialogue between the government and the people.
Researchers are becoming more and more interested in such
dialogue aspects, such as the analysis of political participation
methods best suited to the openness of power strategies and the
implementation of political governance based on public policy
principles, or grassroots governance (Barber, 2014). In

contemporary scholarly usage, the term “grassroots” generally
refers to groups of citizens at the regional, and local level within
the state’s jurisdiction, who are typically powerless and unaffiliated
politically. The leadership level is the opposite of the grassroots
level. In terms of political participation, having grassroots support
means having support from the people rather than the party or
political elite. A mass movement or campaign is a movement that
gathers people at the territorial community level to engage in
debate and political action (Political Dictionary, 2022).

The question of whether grassroots democracy improves local
self-governance is not unequivocally answered in theory. While
accepting the fact that democracy certainly empowers citizens at
the level of the administrative-territorial units where they live and
increases the accountability of local government, at the same time
it must be understood that the decentralised nature of GD gives
local elites additional opportunities to influence local politics in
their interests (Wang and Yang, 2010).

As can be seen, the concept of GG is inseparable from the
concept of GD and is derived from it. Quite a lot of work is
devoted to the concept of GD, and the concept itself has become
firmly established in research use in the framework of inter-
disciplinary research. However, at present it is difficult to identify
the fundamental theoretical developments that explain the legal
essence of the GG, and the features of its institutionalisation.
Most of the works are in the nature of political studies only
occasionally directly intersecting with jurisprudence and public
administration (Hall, 2011; Palanithurai, 2005; Turok and Scheba,
2020). In this paper, an attempt is made to compensate for this
gap and present a legal view of the problem. At the same time, it
is obvious that it is not possible to consider the issue in isolation
from related fields of knowledge, including political science since
GD directly affects the issues of the political regime of the state.

Despite significant theoretical contributions to grassroots
democracy research, there is a clear theoretical gap in grassroots
governance research. Examples and practices are provided, as well
as differences between direct democracy and grassroots democracy,
grassroots governance, and the relationship between these concepts.
Recent theoretical descriptions of the aforementioned issues suggest
that grassroots democracy can broaden the toolkit for public par-
ticipation, creating a range of potential benefits for larger-scale
social development issues. It is important to discuss how these
mechanisms fit into the larger picture of grassroots democracy to
evaluate grassroots governance mechanisms accurately. This study
investigates the experiences of various nations in putting grassroots
democracy and grassroots governance mechanisms into practice. It
aims to assess the opportunities and prospects for decentralisation
and adaptation of individual self-governance mechanisms in the
context of community social development.

Theoretical context and review of sources
Contemporary research on specific GG elements in the context of
social policy has concentrated on topics such as:

- governance mechanisms and basic practices of grassroots
social governance and its institutionalisation in China, the USA,
Great Britain, Japan, and Singapore (Cai, 2022),

- citizen preferences in political decision-making processes
(Font et al., 2015),

- an experience of grassroots governance in the Philippines
(Turok and Scheba, 2020),

- municipal consolidation and elimination of municipal gov-
ernance at the grassroots level (Buikin, 2019),

- the role of primary elections within grassroots governance
(Seddone and Sandri, 2021), and

- the origins of grassroots democracy (Singh, 2020).
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The terms GD, and GG are now increasingly used in inter-
disciplinary research at the intersection of political and legal
sciences. The first is considered a form of self-organisation of the
population, a subspecies of a democratic political regime, the
second—as a way to exercise democratic rights. It is argued that
grassroots groups can develop new solutions to existing problems
and use both local governments and citizens to do this. In both
rich and resource-poor regions and countries, organisations at the
grassroots level can develop an alternative voice of the local
population, defending both their rights and representing the most
vulnerable strata of the population (Redondo-Sama, 2020).

In the science of the post-Soviet countries, the issues of GD,
GG have been limited studied. A separate post-Soviet study links
GD exclusively to party activity, noting that grassroots democracy
is associated with the widening the autonomy at grassroots party
levels (Shulenina, 2007; Tyutin, 2019).

The GD concept has been actively used in China in recent years,
not only at the level of research but also at the level of political
documents. As can be noted, in Chinese political and legal thought,
the view is being strengthened that grassroots governance, based on
the idea of grassroots democracy, is an institution and a level of
power. At the same time, local civil communities should become a
school of civic activism and help build social ties. The first studies
on GD, GG in the PRC were mostly devoted to such issues as
elections in Chinese villagers’ committees (Jakobson, 1999; Kelliher,
1997), the role of foreign non-governmental organisations in the
development and promotion of rural elections in China (Grove,
2000). Over time, interest in the study of GD mechanisms has only
intensified and the scope of the study has expanded. Recognising
the important theoretical contribution to grassroots democracy
research, it should be noted that at present there is a certain the-
oretical gap in research on grassroots governance, description of
examples and practices, differences between direct democracy and
grassroots democracy, grassroots governance and the relationship
between these concepts.

Modern works are mainly of a political nature or are con-
sidered from the point of view of the science of public adminis-
tration. However, little attention has been devoted to the issues of
legal understanding of the concepts of GG, GD, and legal insti-
tutionalisation in these studies. It was rather complicated to find
any comparative legal studies dedicated to GG and GD. In
addition, it is worth noting that a number of theoretical devel-
opments considered previously (in particular, issues related to the
participation of women in the GG (Hazarika et al., 2014; Kauf-
man and Grace, 2011), issues of good governance at the grass-
roots (Palanithurai, 2005; Panday and Rabbani, 2011) are almost
not presented for today.

Methods
Using the method of political and legal analysis this paper
examines the origins, characteristics of legal regulation and
administrative and managerial approaches to grassroots man-
agement issues from the perspective of social development pro-
spects. The method employed seeks to examine the political
initiatives and actions of the authorities in light of certain legal
relationships and social challenges. Through an analytical lens,
the experiences of three nations—Switzerland, the Philippines,
and China—exemplifying distinct ways of understanding the
term “grassroots governance” are presented.

The political and legal component of this study involves the
consideration of political and legal measures related to the legal
implementation of the GG concept in the framework of
achieving the goals of social development. Representing a
qualitative method, the method of political and legal analysis is
aimed at studying the legal regulation and actions of authorities

in the context of considering certain legal relations and chal-
lenges. At the same time, the key component of the method is
the study of legislative regulation in conjunction with the
political priorities of the state and from the perspective of
international practices. Since part of the work covers the the-
oretical aspects of the concepts of GD and GG, there is also
used the content analysis method. The latter allows us to ana-
lyse theoretical approaches related to the subject of research. As
a result of the synthesis of theory and political and legal reg-
ulation, it is supposed to determine the institutional status of
GG in the system of law and assess the current role of the GG in
the framework of legal regulation in the countries under
consideration.

The purpose of the study necessitated consulting the experi-
ence of nations where mechanisms of direct public participation
in the discussion and adoption of political and administrative
decisions have been in place for a considerable length of time. As
the most obvious example of such countries, Switzerland is of
interest; it is a state that is nearly unique in its representation of
direct democracy. As opposed to Switzerland, the examples of the
Philippines and China are instructive in terms of the fundamental
differences in grassroots self-organisation approaches, the for-
mation of a particular type of grassroots organisation in each
nation, and the interactions and integration of these organisations
with local authorities.

The legal instruments from Switzerland (Federal Act on Poli-
tical Rights, Swiss Federal Constitution), the Philippines (the
Local Government Code of the Philippines 1991 and the Urban
Development and Housing Act 1992), and a Chinese policy
document (Opinion of the Central Committee of the Communist
Party of China and the State Council on Strengthening Grassroots
Modernisation of Administration and Management Capacity, 28
April 2021, addressing local government empowerment) serve as
the documentary basis for this study.

Results and discussion
The debate between representative and participatory governance
at different levels has been at the centre of the theory of
democracy for a long time, pointing out the tensions between the
two. To this day, the debate over whether citizens or elected
representatives should play a central role in policymaking is
largely rhetorical. On the one hand, the representative model has
been the most common form of governance in Western democ-
racies for at least the last century (Dalton et al., 2001). Other
nations, particularly some socialist nations and nations with a
traditional legal system, have since copied this model in some way
seeking to adapt it to the present circumstances. It is understood
that governance requires time, knowledge, and experience that
cannot be expected from regular citizens due to the objective
complexity and multifaceted nature of political and governance
processes (Kaufman and Dilla Alfonso, 1997). History, especially
the world order after World War II, has led to a kind of con-
sensus among politicians, scholars, and civil societies that elec-
toral democracy is perhaps the ideal political system for building
civil society, the rule of law, and human rights, and that the
democratic regime is the model political regime that sets the
standard. From a political and philosophical standpoint, it is
customary to assume that the state is best run by elected officials
with little to no direct involvement from the general public (Font
et al., 2015). Nevertheless, as public trust in political parties and
other institutions has subsided over time, scholars and profes-
sionals have suggested several institutional mechanisms for direct
citizen participation that would supplement representative pro-
cesses and be connected to a perceived desire for public partici-
pation (Font et al., 2015).
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Increasingly, contemporary research identifies the need for
greater direct participation, with support for direct, immediate
participation in discussion, policy, and management decisions at
various levels (Anderson and Goodyear-Grant, 2010; Neblo et al.,
2010). Overall, governmental and non-governmental organisa-
tions arranging initiatives aimed at boosting direct citizen parti-
cipation have reacted favourably to such an initiative (John et al.,
2009). There is, however, valid criticism of such efforts. In the
United States, for instance, several studies indicate that citizens
are equally dissatisfied with debates and compromises at the level
of government actors, as well as distrustful of their fellow citizens
and unwilling to participate in actions that could lead to conflict
and disagreement (Font et al., 2015; Theiss-Morse, 2002). And
although neither legal nor political science directly equates the
concepts of “grassroots” and “direct democracy” with each other,
it is obvious that from the point of view of the layman, these
concepts almost mean the same thing—decision-making is car-
ried out at the lowest social level. Although the difference may not
be obvious at first glance, in the end, it is not described in political
science and other social sciences. For jurisprudence, where the
principle of “legal certainty” exists, such an outcome is unac-
ceptable, since an indefinite concept cannot be institutionalised
and regulated by law.

The debate over the definition of GD (and GG as a derivative
term) can be “enhanced” by public perception and “arbitrary”
interpretation of these terms, which from purely scientific sources
have come into common use. For example, the journalistic
materials sometimes correspond to the GD with the so-called
processes of spontaneous mass participation through networks of
organised civil society (civil society organisations), online initia-
tives, and civil self-organisation around anti-corruption protest
movements or around specific political issues (Youngs, 2021).
Being a manifestation of a spontaneously organised democratic
initiative, they are opposed to the organised actions of political
forces and consequently may fall under the scope of the GD. On
the other hand, there is an example of a referendum on BREXIT,
where the right to determine an important political decision was
granted at the broadest level in the frames of an organised
initiative coming from the authorities. In both cases, the right to
make decisions is at the lowest social level, while in the first case,
we are talking about association for the purpose of implementing
political initiatives (political power), and in the second case we
are talking about participation in the implementation of decisions
of higher subjects of state power (state power, authorities). In
other words, in the case of a referendum on BREXIT, citizens
participate in the implementation of state policy, but the initial
formal initiative does not belong to them. One way or another, it
is obvious that the list of those concepts, and actions that could be
presented as elements of the GD concept is not exhaustive today.
However, the points of intersection with direct democracy are
obvious.

Discussions about direct democratic institutions touch on
several issues. The democratic ideals of popular sovereignty,
political equality, and all proponents of participatory democracy
who support the notion that all citizens should have the right to
not only elect representatives but also to vote on political issues in
referendums are the normative justifications for direct democracy
that are the most persuasive (Kaufman and Dilla Alfonso, 1997).
Switzerland is perhaps the most telling example of the use of
direct democracy instruments at the local community level.
However, the institutions of direct democracy that characterise
this country cannot be viewed as a viable alternative to repre-
sentative democracy; rather, they can be viewed as a supplement
or counterbalance to democratic systems with fundamentally
representative characteristics. At the same time, institutional
differences and competition between representative and direct

democracy processes are central to the debate over whether direct
democracy undermines representative democracy or enriches it
(Benazir, 2021).

In general, representative democracy is regarded as superior
because general elections provide citizens with a diverse selection
of candidates and political platforms, which must demonstrate
their competence in a democratic contest. Governments and
parliaments, according to popular belief, have a greater capacity
to make informed decisions, including expert assessments,
because representatives can be held accountable for their deci-
sions (Benazir, 2021).

Simultaneously, a liberal approach to governance highlights the
significant shift from the state to the private sector. The role of
the executive branch now increasingly resembles public–private
partnerships, with formal and informal networks involving state
and non-state institutions, organisations, and agencies playing an
increasing role. Scholars are increasingly debating the inevitable
transformation of certain aspects of public administration,
focusing on the phenomenon of so-called governance without
government, which is being highlighted as a distinct trend. Based
on this assumption, managerial powers do not have to return to
the power vertical in the traditional sense. Such opinions are
supported by the observation that horizontal interaction, nego-
tiations, coordination of actions and plans, the growing impor-
tance of social networks, and other phenomena show how
effective governance functions. Simultaneously, “governance
without government” implies a conditional reliance on com-
mercial, semi-commercial, and decentralised markets (He, 2003).
This trend is inextricably linked to the idea of GG when analysing
the potential for power function diversification. The latter should
be regarded as a tool designed to aid in this process. At the same
time, referring to the legal essence of the concept of GG, it should
be noted that at the international legal level, this concept does not
have a solid legal basis, in contrast to the concept of “Local Self-
Government”, which, in essence, is very close in its semantic
content, however, unlike the first, is widely enshrined both at the
level of individual jurisdictions and in international acts, for
example, in the European Charter of Local Self-Government1.

When considering grassroots governance, it is worthwhile to
consider the experiences of countries that have long had
mechanisms for direct public participation in political-
governance discussions and decisions in place. Switzerland is
the most prominent example of a country that fits this descrip-
tion. The political system in Switzerland is built on the principles
and tools of direct (legislative initiative and referendums) and
representative (political parties and the parliament) democracy.
The most advanced system of direct democracy in the world is
thought to exist in Switzerland. It is unique in that it has a history
of more than 150 years, and it also leads in terms of the number
of votes and referendums. Indeed, there have been over 600 over
this period. When the cantons united to form a federal state in the
mid-19th century, the modern tools of democratic participation
in government first appeared in Switzerland. The people’s legis-
lative initiative appeared at the end of the 19th century, marking
the official start of direct democracy in the country (Turok and
Scheba, 2020).

Parliamentary elections are held every 4 years by electing
deputies. The deputies elect a Federal Council, i.e. a government
consisting of seven equal members. These are the ones who are
entrusted with the functions of state administration. Each of the
seven members of the government represents one of the four
leading political parties in Switzerland and each of them can serve
as president for one year (Fossedal, 2018).

Direct democracy guarantees citizens’ right to participate
directly in state governance. This form of government, along with
federalism and a neutral policy, distinguishes Switzerland. The
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origins of direct democracy in the country date back to the
beginning of the 19th century, when a constitutional plebiscite
was first held. With the adoption of the first constitution, its text
was changed several times, but the right of grassroots initiative
was almost always present in it. For more than 100 years, in
addition to the right to a constitutional or constituent refer-
endum, the Swiss people have also had the right to a legislative
referendum. It concerns ordinary (unconstitutional) laws. With
the adoption of the 1999 Federal Constitution now in force in
Switzerland, the list of issues subject to mandatory and optional
referendums remained virtually unchanged, they were only more
clearly stated. (Solomonova, 2020). Currently, the legal basis for
the mechanisms for implementing direct democracy is the Fed-
eral Act on Political Rights and the Federal Constitution of
Switzerland2. Using popular legislative initiative, citizens can
propose constitutional amendments and new bills or amend-
ments to existing legislation through the people’s legislative
initiative. To accomplish this, a specific number of signatures
must be gathered within the legally mandated time frame,
notarised, and submitted to the Federal Chancellery. If citizens
have a complaint about a specific federal law passed by parlia-
ment within a hundred days, the decision can be put to a vote.
The timing and procedure for gathering signatures for a refer-
endum are set by law and are limited to three months (Rochat,
2022).

Direct democracy, especially as it is done in Switzerland, has
some clear benefits. The involvement of citizens comes first and
foremost. When each citizen is given a share of power, society is
no longer apathetic to the political life of the state. People are
expected to be interested in politics and to research and partici-
pate in political processes. Alongside this, a proportional alloca-
tion of responsibility is evident. The assumption is that direct
democracy is essentially a thinker’s society, capable of compre-
hending decisions and fully comprehending their consequences.
From a GG standpoint, one of the benefits of direct democracy in
Switzerland is the reduction in bureaucratic procedures. The
distribution of power allows for the formation of a system in
which routine bureaucratic issues are not confined to a single
service or official. As a result, there is no such thing as a
bureaucratic hierarchy. E-governance mechanisms that have been
developed also contribute to this (Gherghina and Geissel, 2019).

Undoubtedly, the state-building practices in Switzerland are of
special interest in terms of investigating direct participation in
grassroots political decision-making and the resulting grassroots
governance initiatives. However, it is essential to recognise that
the political order in Switzerland is largely the result of the
country’s long history of direct democracy. In this regard, the
question must be raised as to whether the characteristics of direct
democracy (participatory democracy) are the exclusive domain of
European nations and whether this experience can be termed
grassroots governance, or whether grassroots governance can take
on other forms and be applied in other historical–geographical
contexts. At the moment, the answer appears to be in favour of
the latter assertion. Scholars currently believe that grassroots
democracy and grassroots governance may have different origins
and exist in different historical and political contexts. In the
context of this study, the experience of the Philippines, for
example, is of particular interest. Local GG in the country is based
on barangay, which is a unique Filipino way of self-organisation
and self-government that has been gaining more focus in recent
years. The term “barangay” now refers to the smallest adminis-
trative unit in the Philippines and the lowest level of government.
Nonetheless, its existence dates back at least 500 years (Porio and
Roque-Sarmiento, 2019). There are over 42,000 barangays with
populations ranging from 500 to 5000 people. Each is made up of
a small group of elected officials and a group of appointed

officials who help them do their jobs. According to recent studies,
barangays promote local democracy, faster service delivery, and
community participation in civic affairs (Turok and Scheba,
2020).

Those who have studied the subject are generally in agreement
that the peculiarities and structure of local government in the
Philippines are not unique to the region. There are many different
types of local government administrative units, such as street
committees or other informal governance mechanisms, in many
nations around the world. Barangays, on the other hand, have a
different level of legitimacy and support from the government
and more legal protections. This includes electing a new leader
every 3 years and making sure the national government has
enough money to pay for a variety of public goods and services
and protect vulnerable groups from natural disasters, accidents
caused by people, and other emergencies. These tasks are essential
in areas that are rapidly urbanising and are exposed to a variety of
risks and pressures. The Local Government Code of 1991 and the
Urban Development and Housing Act of 1992 established
reforms to empower local communities. These outlined the bar-
angay status as a unique level of decentralised government meant
to strengthen democracy and under-mine the dominance of
traditional political families and other local elites. Despite some
reservations, the majority of observers applauded the process’s
devolution of power and resources from the government’s central
office, encouragement of citizen engagement, and integration of
local priorities into the delivery of essential services (Turok and
Scheba, 2020).

When discussing the benefits of the barangay system, it should
be noted that the formal powers and resources of barangays are
significantly less than those of municipal and provincial heads of
municipalities. They provide a variety of health, nutrition, and
welfare services, as well as solid waste collection and disposal,
day-to-day maintenance of local roads and water infrastructure,
and basic recreational and information services. Depending on
the size of the barangay, the number of staff employed to provide
these services ranges from 20 to 100. Instead of a salary, many of
these workers receive an allowance. This implies a commitment
to community service rather than monetary compensation
(Turok and Scheba, 2020).

Alongside this, the existing system has several obvious short-
comings. First, despite legal guarantees of impartiality, the orga-
nisation remains susceptible to manipulation and bias (Porio,
2012). Some political forces and local elites have succeeded in
introducing barangay representatives into elected bodies and
integrating them into local power structures in some locales.
There has been some influence on barangay activities by city
officials and locality heads, as well as attempts to align barangay
work with their own plans and agendas. They can allocate ser-
vices and additional resources in ways that make it difficult for
barangays to develop and implement their own plans. This trend
partially nullifies local initiatives, undermines accountability, and
diminishes the significance of citizen involvement in decision-
making. Second, the capacity of the barangays to address some of
the more serious issues in their areas is limited due to a lack of
staff, professional competence, and resources. Many low-income
settlements experience severe infrastructure problems, the effects
of pollution, and a variety of other natural and man-made pro-
blems, particularly those related to urban development and
habitation in an urbanised environment (Porio, 2011). It is fur-
ther argued that the barangays do not take sufficient steps to
develop residents’ skills or demonstrate sufficient initiative in
matters of job creation, employment, and social development.
Cooperation with non-governmental actors, particularly Scientific
Production Associations, appears to be limited. Aside from the
aforementioned issues, it is argued that the barangays do not
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appear to take the need for habitat improvement within the
urbanised environment seriously enough. The challenges that
informal settlers face frequently boil down to a decision between
moving to the urban periphery or continuing to live in their
current state. The mental and psychological ties to the neigh-
bourhood contribute to the buildup of problems with urban
development, adherence to sanitary and anti-epidemiological
standards, etc. Consequently, neither the barangay representatives
nor the local communities take the necessary initiative concerning
these issues (Turok and Scheba, 2020).

The GD concept is widely reflected in Chinese policies, which
have a mixed legal system and promote their own model of
government while attempting to conform to global trends in civil
society development and the rule of law. Despite differing per-
spectives on the nature of democracy as a political regime,
Western countries are generally sceptical of the definition and
operation of democracy in the Chinese legal system. Grassroots
democracy in the PRC is also widely perceived as failing to
produce Western-style political pluralism (Porio, 2011). These
views appear progressive and promising in terms of Western
democracy and generally accepted views on expanding the role of
civil society in decision-making. Indeed, they are designed to
promote greater freedoms and participation in policy formation
and implementation. Attempts to put such a model into practice,
however, are fraught with practical challenges caused by histori-
cally conditioned traits of the state structure, form of government,
sustainability of state institutions, etc. What applies to a unitary
state with a relatively homogeneous ethnic composition may be
difficult to implement in countries with a diverse socioeconomic
structure. Implementing such ideas would therefore present some
real challenges for China as well as any other large nation with a
diverse social structure. The key issue is how to build a unified
nation while avoiding the trap of relying on a centralised gov-
ernment and an ossified bureaucracy incapable of handling
multifaceted governance issues at various levels and scales
(Skosyrev, 2020).

China has recently been associated with the term “non-Wes-
tern democracy,” which has entered scholarly discourse amidst a
debate over whether the PRC’s political system should be per-
ceived as democratic. The interest in alternative forms of
democracy stems from two factors: the failure of the so-called
Global North’s democracy model to respond to contemporary
challenges, as well as the shifting balance of power in the world
and China’s economic rise. The emergence of the concept of
“non-Western democracy” is now associated with the need to
revise the definition of democracy and the recognition of its
diverse configurations. Although hybrid forms of democracy that
combine elements of Western democracy and authoritarianism
are acknowledged as being possible, the debate over whether the
Chinese political system fits the definition of democracy is still
ongoing (Tang 2021). In the meantime, it appears that the ben-
efits of traditional democracy are penetrating Chinese legal
scholarship, policymaking, and lawmaking to a greater degree.
Although the visible role of state structures in the PRC is well
known (i.e., that they have historically tended toward cen-
tralisation and vertical power), the Chinese state has had to deal
with increasingly multi-layered social changes, the decentralisa-
tion of the economy, and local governance in the post-reform era
(Wu and Zhang, 2022).

From a formal point of view, the Chinese legislator does not
define the relationship between the concepts of GG and the
concept of local self-government, which in a sense complicates
the understanding of the subtleties of meaning that the Chinese
legislator and the subjects of political initiative put into the
definition of GG. However, based on the political documents of
the CCP, it can be argued that this is about both issues of self-

organisation and grassroots initiative, as well as the process of
governance at the local level. Of interest in this regard is the
relatively recent CCP political act “Opinion of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of China and the State
Council on Strengthening Grassroots Management Modernisa-
tion and Management Capacity (April 28, 2021) (Communist
Party of China, 2021). The paper notes that GG is the cornerstone
of national governance, and the overall promotion of township
(street) and urban and rural community governance is a major
project to realise the modernisation of the national governance
system and governance capacity (Communist Party of China,
2021).

For China, as a country with a long history associated with a
traditionally monarchical form of government and an East Asian
regional context, the adoption of Western European democratic
ideas dating back to antiquity was a kind of challenge to the
familiar practices. In light of the existing priorities associated with
the democratisation of society, the promotion of democratic
values through their inclusion on the political agenda and the
holding of democratic elections requires further development in a
suitable socio-legal context. With a transitional society and the
resulting increase in the plurality of social interests and exacer-
bation of social conflicts, the methods by which the ruling party
governs the country are being called into question. It is clear that
the state’s political elite has long recognised the value of
democracy and the rule of law, and has attempted to promote an
electoral model known as “public nomination and direct elec-
tions.” Additionally, this model appears to be an effort to con-
form popular democracy to the requirements of the so-called
party model of democracy. It further shows how grassroots
democracy gradually develops in the context of persistent
dynamic interactions between competing political forces and
influential groups (Belolyubskaya, 2017).

As previously stated, GG is not currently perceived as a single
solution capable of being successfully adapted to various policy
models. That said, there are obvious legitimate differences in how
GG is perceived. The extent to which citizens are involved in
grassroots governance appears to be due not only to different
approaches to understanding grassroots democracy and grass-
roots governance and the mechanisms through which they
operate, but also to the unique features of political systems,
regional contexts, and historical assumptions (Weiping and Jiaxi,
2011; Wu and Zhang, 2022).

Talking about GD it should be noted that for Western coun-
tries, the latter is closer to the concept of direct democracy, i.e.
unmediated legislative initiative. A study of the Chinese experi-
ence shows that the applicable approach does not eliminate the
dependence of local civil communities on the state as the main
agent of social and economic assistance (Porio, 2012; Wang and
Yao, 2007; Xia, 2011). This study focuses on the convincing
similarity between the categories of grassroots governance within
the framework of Chinese political and legal reality and local self-
government in the traditional sense. Nevertheless, from a formal
point of view, the Chinese legislator does not equate these con-
cepts with each other. At the same time, as can be noted in the
Western legal doctrine GG implies the presence of a political
component, which is indirectly demonstrated by the experience of
countries such as Switzerland (Dalton et al., 2001; Fossedal,
2018).

The peculiarity of the political structure of Switzerland is that
the latter, unlike many other countries of the world that prefer the
principle of concentration of power, is built on the principle of
separation of powers. However, this division is not formal, as in
many other democratic countries, but real. In this case, the
responsibility for what is happening in the state for the decisions
made and their consequences lies not with one person (head of
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state or government), but with society, since all citizens take part
in decision-making (Rochat, 2022).

Direct democracy has provided Switzerland with the image of a
nation without a ruling elite, as a certain stratum of politicians
who are distant in some way from their electorate. Direct
democracy, as an example of grassroots democracy in action,
ensures citizens’ right to participate directly in both grassroots
government and state administration. It should be understood,
however, that in Switzerland, the Philippines, and China, grass-
roots democracy and grassroots governance have somewhat dis-
tinct meanings. In the first case, one can safely speak not only of
the exercise of local power but also of direct influence on political
decision-making and policy-making at the municipal and
national levels. The emphasis in the second and third cases is on
increased interaction between state and local authorities
(Fossedal, 2018).

China is a vast country with a long history of autocratic and
feudal rule. Therefore, given the existing priorities for societal
democratisation, the promotion of democratic politics and the
holding of democratic elections necessitate further development
in an appropriate socio-legal context. A consensus on the values
of democracy and the rule of law has not yet been reached. This
threatens grassroots democracy in a mixed legal system that
supports its own model of government while also trying to keep
up with global trends in the development of civil society and the
rule of law. Although there are various interpretations of what
democracy is and how it operates as a political system, Western
nations are generally cautiously sceptical about how democracy is
defined and implemented in the Chinese legal system.

Despite the fact that today it seems difficult to give an objective
assessment of the effectiveness of GG, nevertheless, there are
positive practices, the role of which should also not be ignored. It
is noted that in the initial stages of the spread of COVID-19
throughout the country, village and district committees played a
critical role in controlling various outbreaks of the pandemic,
both through the introduction of quarantine and through the
provision of public services when residents were forced to stay at
home. While their efforts and methods to contain the spread of
the disease have sometimes been controversial, they have gen-
erally received a positive response (Kapitsyn et al., 2022; Ye,
2021).

Despite a number of relatively balanced and consistent mea-
sures that have had a certain positive impact on Chinese society at
the present time, it cannot be said that China and Western
countries are moving in the same direction in matters of
expanding the rights of citizens to self-government and legal
initiatives. Contemporary scholarship suggests that grassroots
democratisation in the PRC was largely a spontaneous decision
(Skosyrev, 2020). The authorities took this step under the influ-
ence of the reformist sentiments of the early 1980s. Disputes
about the purpose and significance of this project largely followed
after the fact after the start of its implementation. At the same
time, it should be understood that grassroots democracy in the
PRC does not imply the creation of political pluralism along the
lines of the Western model. The argument of GD critics in China
is generally that the Grassroots Grassroots have the right to
exercise democratic rights only under the leadership of the CCP
(Skosyrev, 2020). It is argued that the Chinese Communist Party
does not set goals related to the democratisation of the country.
However, an interest in the development of democracy at the
grassroots level may be a harbinger of a large-scale process of
political liberalisation. Speaking about the extent to which
grassroots communities are able to imbue democratic ideals and
whether we should expect them to have a more accurate under-
standing of the concept of democracy, it would be very difficult to
give an unambiguous answer. However, even taking into account

the measures taken to develop the GD, it would be premature to
expect political liberalisation across the country in the coming
years (Skosyrev, 2020).

Using the Philippines as an example, it should be noted that
the country currently has a grassroots governance system with
some distinctive features that are practically applicable to devel-
oping countries outside of the South and East Asian region.
Currently, the compact settlement of marginalised populations
without access to social benefits is a challenge for many countries.
The Philippines faces unique challenges as a result of its rapid
population growth in a region plagued by serious environmental,
economic, and social threats (Turok and Scheba, 2020). Grass-
roots forms of self-organisation, such as barangays, can give poor
and marginalised groups a voice in decision-making and provide
practical assistance, thereby enhancing their access to social
benefits and promoting social development. This, in turn, can
help counter authoritarian tendencies in national politics and
make it more difficult for powerful elites who gravitate toward
authoritarian regimes to dominate later. These kinds of institu-
tions can significantly advance the active growth of civil society.

Conclusions
Exploring the GG phenomenon, a very important feature should
be noted—the fact that at present there is no legal or exhaustive
scientific definition of what should be understood as what is
called GG. At the same time, analysing the views of modern
researchers, it becomes obvious that today it is quite difficult to
unify definitions and come to a common understanding of the
term since politicians within national jurisdictions often put
different meanings into this concept.

The GG is currently a complex symbiosis of the concepts of
local government, civic activism, and elements of direct democ-
racy. Existing as a theoretical category, its mechanisms do not yet
have legal institutionalisation in any of the countries considered.
The paper notes that at present the category of GG is not
represented at the regulatory level, existing as a political guideline.
At the same time, this category correlates with the traditional
Western ideas about local self-government. In the PRC, the
modern specificity of GG is associated with the expansion of
powers in the field of local self-government with an emphasis on
the interests of communities. Due to multi-level management, the
state involves social and market entities in management processes
at different levels, but at the same time retains the ability to
strategically intervene. In Switzerland, the specific implementa-
tion of the GG, expressed through the use of such forms of direct
democracy as a referendum and legislative initiative, is presented
in its entirety. The referendum allows Swiss citizens to reject
measures taken by their representatives, while the initiative gives
the Swiss the opportunity to personally, independently of the
legislature, enforce laws. From the point of view of issues of social
development, the examples of the countries considered can show
the difference between the traditional worldview and the classical
Western European idea of the democratic structure of society,
which will make it possible to better understand the existing
obstacles in the development of modern democracies.

This article suggests that, as part of a study of grassroots
governance, the concept of GG does not yet have a clear formal
framework or definition. There is currently insufficient research
to improve the understanding of the differences between direct
democracy and grassroots governance. This article draws several
conclusions that contribute to the ongoing debate about citizens’
support for various grassroots governance processes. It is critical
to recognise that, despite differences in practical approaches,
grassroots governance creates many potential social development
benefits for its participants and society at large.
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The concepts of grassroots democracy and grassroots gov-
ernance may have evolved in different historical and political
contexts. At the moment, it is difficult to see GG as a single
solution that can be successfully applied to various political
models. Therefore, the examples of grassroots governance
approach from China, the Philippines, and Switzerland
demonstrate how different grassroots governance arrangements
can be implemented depending on the historical–political
context. In the first case, one can safely speak not only of the
exercise of local power but also of direct influence on partici-
pation in political decision-making and policy formation at
both the municipal and national levels. In the second and third
cases, it is more a matter of improving the interaction between
state and local governments. Given the cases examined, it is
clear that none of these examples can be regarded as a model
for how to put grassroots governance into practice. The con-
nection between the notions of grassroots democracy and
grassroots governance could be the subject of future study.

Data availability
All data generated or analysed during this study are included in
this published article.
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Notes
1 European Charter of Local Self-Government https://www.coe.int/en/web/impact-
convention-human-rights/european-charter-of-local-self-government#/.

2 Federal Act on Political Rights https://fedlex.data.admin.ch/filestore/fedlex.data.admin.
ch/eli/cc/1978/688_688_688/20221023/en/pdf-a/fedlex-data-admin-ch-eli-cc-1978-
688_688_688-20221023-en-pdf-a.pdf Sqitzerland’s Federal Constitution https://www.
parlament.ch/en/%C3%BCber-das-parlament/how-does-the-swiss-parliament-work/
Rules-governing-parliamentary-procedures/federal-constitution.
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