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 This piece is meant to briefly provide an overview and comparison of 

democracy in the third republic of Armenia and the United States today.  

Democracy, broadly construed, has many components, including the electoral 

process, freedom of the press, and rule of law.  These three attributes of democracy 

as they exist in the U.S. and Armenia will be reviewed briefly. In short, Armenia 

struggles significantly in all three of these areas, while the U.S. is largely successful, 

despite setbacks in each category.   

Structural Overview: Armenia 

 The third republic of Armenia was born in 1991 through a democratic 

referendum in which 99.51% of the vote was in favor of independence from the 

Soviet Union.  This new republic’s constitution was adopted, also by democratic 

referendum, in 1995.   Twenty years later, in 2015, another referendum amended 

the constitution, marking a shift from a semi-presidential system to a parliamentary 

republic.   Under the new constitution, the president is the head of state and is 

elected by the national assembly for a single term of seven years.     

 The executive branch is the government, composed of the prime minister, 

deputy prime ministers and ministers.  The legislature is the national assembly, 

which is elected for a term of five years.  The constitutional court, the court of 

cassation, courts of appeal, courts of first instance of general jurisdiction, and the 

administrative court operate in the Republic of Armenia.  There is also a supreme 



judicial council, composed of five members elected by the general assembly of 

judges and five more chosen by the national assembly.  Its purpose is to ensure the 

independence of courts and judges. 

Structural Overview: U.S. 

 The U.S. is a presidential republic.  The president is both the head of state and 

the head of government.  The federal government of the U.S. is divided into three 

branches: the executive branch, the legislative branch, and the judiciary branch.   

 The legislature is bicameral, meaning it consists of two houses.  The lower 

house is the house of representatives and the upper house is the senate.  There are 

two senators for each state, who serve for six years and are elected by the citizens of 

each state.  Members of the house of representatives serve for two-year terms and 

are elected by citizens in their congressional districts.   

 The executive branch is made up of the president, the vice president, and the 

cabinet (whose primary purpose is to advise the president).  The president is chosen 

for up to two, four-year-terms by the electoral college, which is strongly influenced 

by how the citizens of the states vote.   

 The judicial branch consists of the supreme court, the highest court in the 

nation, and other federal courts.  Its nine justices (including one chief justice) serve 

life terms, are appointed by the president, and are confirmed by the senate.  

Electoral Freedom in Armenia  

 Freedom Houses’ “Freedom in the World 2018” report gives Armenia an 

overall score of 45/100 and a score of 4/12 for “Electoral Process.”  According to the 

report, “Voters in Armenia have little say in policymaking, and formal political 



opposition is weak.  High levels of corruption as well as political influence over the 

media remain concerns.”1  Important events have taken place in Armenia, foremost 

of which was the “Velvet Revolution” which occurred from April to May, in which 

thousands of protestors in the streets of Yerevan and other Armenian cities led to 

the resignation of newly elected prime minister and former two-term president 

Serzh Sargsyan, and his replacement as prime minister with opposition leader Nikol 

Pashinyan.  The struggle for control of the Armenian state between the new and old 

regimes is currently ongoing, and could led to a significant break from the situation 

described in the report.    

 Regarding free and fair elections, Freedom House writes, “International 

election monitors documented severe limitations on opposition candidates in the 

2013 presidential election, in which president Sargsyan of the HHK won a second 

term.”  Concerning 2017, “the year’s parliamentary elections were marred by 

credible allegations of vote-buying, voter intimidation, and abuse of administrative 

resources by the ruling party.”2  

 The report consistently portrays a situation with an electoral process that is 

not fully functional and a political process largely monopolized by the former ruling 

party, the HHK (Republic Party of Armenia).  It remarks that the Central Election 

Commission (CEC), “is generally considered to be subservient to the HHK, and has 

been reluctant to investigate allegations of wrongdoing made against the party. This 

has resulted in a low level of public trust in the election process in general, and the 

                                                        
1 "Freedom in the World 2018." Armenia | Freedom House. May 01, 2018. 
2 Ibid.  



CEC in particular.”3  Moreover, HHK control of administrative resources gave it an 

advantage over other parties.4  Overall, the imperfections of the democratic system 

of Armenia and numerous, and only a portion of the issues have been listed above.   

 The stark condition of the electoral process has taken its toll on public 

sentiment.  Particularly interesting is the potentially self-perpetuating nature of the 

problem.  If corruption causes apathy, that apathy could sap the hope and will to 

combat corruption:   

 Armenia’s first election in the early 1990s was the country’s last free and fair 
 balloting. Thereafter, beginning with the 1995 parliamentary elections up to 
 the most recent presidential vote in 2013 and parliamentary elections in 
 2017, elections have become, or are perceived as having become, steadily 
 more corrupt and less fair. All elections have been marred by widespread 
 violations. This has created immense public criticism and apathy toward the 
 elections as well as democracy in general. For much of the last decade, the 
 Armenian population has grown accustomed to flawed elections, and has 
 become increasingly disengaged from politics.5 
 
The April 2018 protests, involving massive crowds and a sustained protest 

movement were unprecedented, and clearly provide a break with the trend of 

apathy noted in the quote above.  If there was a vicious cycle of corruption causing 

passivism, thereby allowing more corruption, it has been disrupted.  Since the initial 

success of the “Velvet Revolution,” interest in politics has increased considerably, as 

has hope for the future.  The struggle for power between the opposition led by 

Pashinyan, and the entrenched HHK, is currently developing, but possesses the 

potential to be a turning point in Armenian political history.    
                                                        
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid.  
5 Bertelsmann Stiftung, BTI 2018 Country Report — Armenia. Gütersloh: 
Bertelsmann  Stiftung, 2018. 
 
 



Freedom of the Press in Armenia 

 According to Freedom House, which scored “Freedom of Expression and 

Belief” in Armenia at 9/16, “Independent and investigative journalists operate in 

Armenia, but their work is generally found online.  Most print and broadcast outlets 

are affiliated with political or commercial interests. Journalists practice self-

censorship to avoid harassment by government or business figures.”6 

  “Reporters Without Borders” has reported both increased violence against 

the press as well as legislative restriction in recent years, “The number of attacks on 

media personnel has increased in recent years and at least 17 journalists were the 

victims of violence in 2017.”7  Also in 2017, legislation limited journalists’ access to 

the state:  

 Under legislative amendments passed by parliament on 23 March, without 
 prior discussion with the journalistic community, government ministers will 
 no longer be able to give interviews without the prime minister’s permission, 
 and reporters will not normally be allowed to attend government meetings, 
 including cabinet meetings, which will be held behind closed doors.8 
 

Rule of Law in Armenia 

 Freedom House gave “Rule of Law” in the nation 6/16.  The judiciary lacks 

effective independence, “Judges face systemic political pressure, and judicial 

institutions are undermined by corruption. Judges reportedly feel pressure to work 

with prosecutors to convict defendants, and acquittal rates are extremely low.”9 

                                                        
6 "Freedom in the World 2018." Armenia | Freedom House. May 01, 2018.   
7 "Mounting Concern about Press Freedom in Armenia | Reporters without 
Borders." RSF. April 06, 2018. Accessed November 01, 2018. 
8 Ibid.  
9 "Freedom in the World 2018." Armenia | Freedom House. May 01, 2018.   



The law is not applied consistently or objectively and both civil and criminal cases 

are not always carried out with due process.  One example is the lack of speedy 

trials for the detained.10 

 Police reportedly abuse the detained.  Conditions in prisons are 

unsatisfactory.  Regarding equal application of the law, “Rights watchdogs have 

criticized the government for discriminating against asylum seekers who are not of 

ethnic Armenian origin.  LGBT people continue to face violence and mistreatment at 

the hands of police and civilians.”11 

Electoral Freedom in the United States   

 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2018” report gives the U.S. an 

aggregate score of 86/100 for freedom and a score 10/12 for “Electoral Process.”  

To give a general idea of the state of democracy in the U.S., according to the report, 

the people of the U.S.:  

 benefit from a vibrant political system, a strong rule-of-law tradition, robust 
 freedoms of expression and religious belief, and a wide array of other civil 
 liberties. However, in recent years its democratic institutions have suffered 
 erosion, as reflected in partisan manipulation of the electoral process, bias 
 and dysfunction in the criminal justice system, and growing disparities in 
 wealth, economic opportunity, and political influence.12   
 

The overall picture given is positive, but undermined by issues including economic 

and political inequality, an ailing criminal justice system, and other factors.   

                                                        
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid.  
12 "Freedom in the World 2018." United States | Freedom House. May 28, 2018. 



 A strength of the U.S. electoral system according to this report is that, 

“Congressional elections are generally free and competitive,” and the democratic 

and republican parties compete competitively at the federal, state, and local levels.13  

 A notable weakness of the electoral system, put forth by the report, is that 

interest groups significantly influence presidential and congressional elections, an 

issue exacerbated by the importance of raising large sums of money from donors.  

Most attempts to reduce the significance of money in political campaigns, “have 

been thwarted or watered down as a result of political opposition, lobbying by 

interest groups, and court decisions that protect political donations as a form of free 

speech.”14       

 The Freedom House report notes that American society possesses certain 

cultural aspects that contribute to the proper functioning of its government, 

“American society is generally intolerant toward official corruption, and the media 

are aggressive in reporting on such malfeasance.”15   

Rule of Law in the U.S. 

  Freedom House gave “Rule of Law” in the nation 12/16.  The judiciary is 

resistant to external political pressure and maintains a large degree of autonomy, 

“The American judiciary is largely independent, though politicization is a growing 

concern for a variety of reasons. The courts regularly demonstrated their autonomy 
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14 Ibid.  
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during 2017, for instance by repeatedly blocking or limiting executive orders issued 

by the Trump administration.”16 

 The criminal justice system is criticized for the number of Americans in 

prison, the reasons why they are in prison, and the harshness of their sentences.  A 

large contributor to the high quantity of incarcerated Americans is the drug war:  

 Civil liberties organizations and other groups have also argued more broadly 
 that there are too many Americans in prison, that prison sentences are often 
 excessive, that too many prisoners are relegated to solitary confinement or 
 other maximum-security arrangements, and that too many people are 
 incarcerated for minor drug offenses. Although the U.S. incarceration rate has 
 declined somewhat in recent years, it remains easily one of the highest in the 
 world.17 
 
 High profile mass shootings and terrorist threats have raised deep concern 

about violence, but “the overall U.S. homicide rate, 5.4 per 100,000 inhabitants as of 

2016, is relatively low by regional and historical standards, and crime rates 

appeared to be falling in most large cities in 2017, in keeping with a long-term trend 

of declines since the 1990s.”18   

 Equal application the law with regard to different groups within the country 

is strong, “An array of policies and programs are designed to protect the rights of 

individuals against discrimination based on race, ethnicity, gender, and other 

categories, including in the workplace.”19  These include the Civil Rights Act of 1964 

and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) which prohibit discrimination on the 

basis of race, religion, sex, national origin, and disability. 

Freedom of the Press in the U.S. 
                                                        
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid.  
19 Ibid.  



 Freedom House gave the U.S. a score of 16/16 for “Freedom of Expression 

and Belief.” The report comments on the strength of freedom of the press in the 

country, as well as widespread internet access and pluralism in media.20    

With the press, as with the electoral process, the situation is conveyed as generally 

positive:   

 The United States has a free, diverse, and constitutionally protected press. 
 While the print sector has been in economic decline for a number of years, 
 the media environment retains a high degree of pluralism. Internet access is 
 widespread and unrestricted, and news websites now constitute a major 
 source of political news, along with cable television networks and talk-radio 
 programs.21 
 

One trend that must be noted is the importance of the internet in providing 

countless outlets with an opportunity to express their voices.  The cost of entry to 

the world of journalism has been greatly reduced thanks to the internet, allowing 

much greater diversity of opinion and perspective.    

 The situation is not completely positive, however. As with the U.S. electoral 

process, while the general picture is positive, there are a number of significant 

setbacks.  “Reporters Without Borders” lists more frequent border searches for 

journalists and, “A failure by law enforcement officials to recognize the rights of 

journalists to report freely on events of public interest” as threats in the U.S.22 

Conclusion 

 The electoral process in the U.S. is largely functional, while the electoral 

process in Armenia, at least until the “Velvet Revolution,” was not.  The U.S. has a 

                                                        
20 Ibid.  
21 Ibid.  
22 "Media Freedom in the US under Threat, Report Finds | Reporters without Borders." 

RSF. May 03, 2018. Accessed November 01, 2018. 



two-party system with the constant possibility of opposition victory in largely 

procedurally free and fair elections, though the influence of third parties is greatly 

limited.  In Armenia, again, at least until the “Velvet Revolution,” political power was 

largely monopolized by the HHK, with little chance for the opposition to take 

political power via electoral victory.  Vote-buying, the use of administrative 

resources by the dominant HHK to create a lop-sided playing field, and other factors 

have all contributed to the hindrance of the electoral process in the country.   

 Freedom of the press in Armenia is limited by influence over broadcast and 

print by political and business pressure.  The threat of harassment by these forces 

leads to self-censorship, but independent sources do exist on the internet.   Freedom 

of the press in the U.S. is stronger, with myriad news sources, free and extensive 

internet access, and enforced constitutional protection of the press and speech.   

 Rule of law in Armenia is incomplete, with long detention periods preceding 

trials, arbitrary enforcement, and a judiciary tainted by corruption and political 

pressure.  In the U.S. the judiciary is independent and the law is generally applied 

equally to different groups.  One concern is the high prison population, the length of 

sentences, and the fact that many are imprisoned for minor drug possession.    

 History, culture, and ideology all play a part in the differences in U.S. and 

Armenian democracy.  70 years under totalitarian, undemocratic, and corrupt Soviet 

rule surely have left their mark on Armenia and its political culture. Ultimately, the 

strength of constitutions and governments depend upon the will and culture of the 

peoples behind them.  The U.S. has strong traditions in support of freedom of speech 

and freedom of the press.  Armenia, having recently escaped from Soviet rule, 



existed under an officially atheist state which heavily suppressed freedom of the 

press, speech, and religion and monopolized political power into the communist 

party, setting the conditions in which the newly independent republic would 

emerge.    
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