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1

What Is Democracy?

In 1996, five years after Kazakhstan broke away from the crumbling Soviet
Union, Kazakh president Nursultan Nazarbayev had his counselors draft
a new constitution. A nationwide referendum for its approval received
overwhelming support. The new constitution’s very first article declares
that:

1. The Republic of Kazakstan [sic] proclaims itself a democratic, secular, legal
and social state whose highest values are an individual, his life, rights and
freedoms.

2. The fundamental principles of the activity of the Republic are public
concord and political stability, economic development for the benefit of
all the nation; Kazakstan patriotism and resolution of the most impor-
tant issues of the affairs of state by democratic methods including voting
at an all-nation referendum or in the Parliament. (Kazakh Constitution
2006)

That prominent mention of “public concord and political stability” calls
up the image of a vigorously vigilant ruler rather than a standoffish state.
Nevertheless, the constitution explicitly calls Kazakhstan a democracy.

Outside observers dispute Kazakhstan’s claim. The New York–based
democracy-monitoring organization Freedom House annually assigns
every recognized country in the world ratings from 1 (high) to 7 (low)
on both political rights and civil liberties (Gastil 1991). Box 1-1 sums up
the Freedom House criteria. They cover a wide range of citizen’s rights and
liberties, from institutionalized opposition to personal freedom. In 2005,
the Freedom House report gave Kazakhstan a 6 (very low) on political
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BOX 1-1. Freedom House Checklist for Political Rights and Civil Liberties
(Adapted from Karatnycky 2000: 583–585.)

Political Rights

1. Is the head of state and/or head of government or other chief authority
elected through free and fair elections?

2. Are the legislative representatives elected through free and fair elections?

3. Are there fair electoral laws, equal campaigning opportunities, fair
polling, and honest tabulations of ballots?

4. Are the voters able to endow their freely elected representatives with real
power?

5. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or
other competitive political groupings of their choice and is the system
open to the rise and fall of these competing parties or groupings?

6. Is there a significant opposition vote, de facto opposition power, and
a realistic possibility for the opposition to increase its support or gain
power through elections?

7. Are the people free from domination by the military, foreign powers,
totalitarian parties, religious hierarchies, economic oligarchies, or any
other powerful group?

8. Do cultural, ethnic, religious, and other minority groups have reasonable
self-determination, self-government, autonomy, or participation through
informal consensus in the decision-making process?

9. (Discretionary) In traditional monarchies that have no parties or elec-
toral process, does the system provide for consultation with the people,
encourage discussion of policy, and allow the right to petition the ruler?

10. (Discretionary) Is the government or occupying power deliberately
changing the ethnic composition of a country or territory so as to destroy
a culture or tip the political balance in favor of another group?

Civil Liberties

1. Is there freedom of assembly, demonstration, and open public discussion?

2. Is there freedom of political or quasi-political organization, including
political parties, civic organizations, ad hoc issue groups, and so on?

3. Are there free trade unions and peasant organizations or equivalents and
is there effective collective bargaining? Are there free professional and
other private organizations?

4. Is there an independent judiciary?
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5. Does the rule of law prevail in civil and criminal matters? Is the pop-
ulation treated equally under the law? Are police under direct civilian
control?

6. Is there protection from political terror, unjustified imprisonment, exile,
or torture, whether by groups that support or oppose the system? Is there
freedom from war and insurgencies?

7. Is there freedom from extreme government indifference and corruption?

8. Is there open and free private discussion?

9. Is there personal autonomy? Does the state control travel, choice of res-
idence, or choice of employment? Is there freedom from indoctrination
and excessive dependency on the state?

10. Are property rights secure? Do citizens have the right to establish private
businesses? Is private business activity unduly influenced by government
officials, the security forces, or organized crime?

11. Are there personal social freedoms, including gender equality, choice of
marriage partners, and size of family?

12. Is there equality of opportunity, including freedom from exploitation by
or dependency on landlords, employers, union leaders, bureaucrats, or
other types of obstacles to a share of legitimate economic gains?

rights and a 5 (almost as low) on civil liberties. It called the country “not
free.” Here is how the country report began:

Political parties loyal to President Nursultan Nazarbayev continued to dominate
parliament following the September 2004 legislative elections, which were crit-
icized by international monitors for failing to meet basic democratic standards.
Only one opposition deputy was elected, although he refused to take his seat in
protest over the flawed nature of the polls. Meanwhile, the resignations of key
senior officials raised questions about internal power struggles and dissension
within Nazarbayev’s government. (Freedom House Kazakhstan 2005)

Although Kazakhstan’s involvement in the international economy and
international politics kept Nazarbayev from the sort of blatant public
authoritarianism adopted by his Central Asian neighbors (Schatz 2006),
it did not keep him from ruthless manipulation of the governmental appa-
ratus to his own advantage. In December 2005, Nazarbayev won a third
six-year presidential term with a fantastic 91 percent of the vote. When-
ever we see presidential candidates winning election – and especially re-
election – by majorities greater than 75 percent, we should entertain the
hypothesis that the regime is conducting sham elections.



P1: KAE
0521877718c01 0 521 87771 8 Printer: cupusbw January 23, 2007 19:28

4 Democracy

First secretary of Kazakhstan’s Communist Party under Soviet rule,
Nazarbayev became Kazakh president as the country moved toward inde-
pendence in 1991. From that point onward, he consolidated his autocratic
power and his family’s control over the country’s expanding revenues
from vast gas and oil deposits. As his clique grew richer, the rest of the
country grew poorer (Olcott 2002, chapter 6). Nazarbayev tolerated no
serious opposition from the press, civic associations, or political parties.
He regularly jailed potential rivals, even among his political and economic
collaborators, on charges of corruption, abuse of power, or immorality.
Thugs said to work for the state frequently assaulted or murdered dissi-
dent politicians and journalists. (We begin to see why Nazarbayev’s 1996
referendum did so well.)

All these conditions continued into 2006. In February of that year, a
well-organized hit squad murdered Kazakh opposition leader Altynbeck
Sarsenbaev and his driver-bodyguard. It soon turned out that five mem-
bers of an elite unit within the intelligence service KNB (successor to
the Soviet KGB) had kidnapped Sarsenbaev, and a former officer of the
same unit had killed him. A top Senate administrative official admitted to
organizing the abduction and murder, but opposition groups called him
a scapegoat for members of even higher levels of the government. Oraz
Jandosov, collaborator with Sarsenbaev in the broad opposition front
For a Just Kazakhstan (FJK) declared it “impossible” that the Senate offi-
cial had acted on his own initiative. According to the news magazine
Economist,

Instead, FJK says it believes the murder was ordered by senior government officials
and has called on the interior ministry to broaden its investigation. It wants it to
interrogate other public figures, including both the president’s eldest daughter,
Dariga Nazarbaeva, a member of parliament who had a legal dispute with Mr.
Sarsenbaev, and her husband, Rakhat Aliev, who is first deputy foreign minister.
Mr. Aliev has called the allegations “vile lies.” (Economist 2006: 40)

Many Kazakhs see son-in-law and media magnate Aliev as Nazarbayev’s
hand-picked successor for the presidency. (As of 2006, Nazarbayev was
scheduled to end his final presidential term in 2012, at the age of 71.)
After the FJK staged a large, illegal demonstration in the Kazakh capi-
tal on 26 February to protest the government’s inaction on the case, a
court sentenced 11 FJK leaders to prison terms. Despite its sonorous self-
description, Kazakhstan does not qualify as a democracy in any usual
sense of the word.

For a revealing contrast with Kazakhstan, look at Jamaica. Jamaica’s
legislature adopted a constitution, approved by the United Kingdom’s
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government, shortly before the country became independent in 1962.
Unlike the resounding start of Kazakhstan’s constitution, the Jamaican
document begins with numerous legal definitions, plus details of the tran-
sition from colony to independent state. Not until Chapter III – Funda-
mental Rights and Freedoms – does the constitution begin democracy
talk. At that point it stipulates:

Whereas every person in Jamaica is entitled to the fundamental rights and free-
doms of the individual, that is to say, has the right, whatever his race, place of
origin, political opinions, colour, creed or sex, but subject to respect for the rights
and freedoms of others and for the public interest, to each and all of the following,
namely a. life, liberty, security of the person, the enjoyment of property and the
protection of the law; b. freedom of conscience, of expression and of peaceful
assembly and association; and c. respect for his private and family life. (Jamaica
Constitution 2006)

Later sections describe familiar features in many of the world’s demo-
cratic regimes: powerful parliament, executive branch responsible to par-
liament, competitive elections, and formally independent judiciary. Even
as a British colony, Jamaica shone as an example of small-scale democracy
(Sheller 2000). Jamaica still stands out from the bulk of parliamentary
democracies (but resembles many other former British colonies) by having
ultimate executive power formally vested in a governor-general appointed
by and representing the British crown. On paper, at least, Jamaica looks
more or less democratic.

Freedom House again raises some doubts. True, the 2005 country
report (based on performance during the previous year) observed that
“Citizens of Jamaica are able to change their government democratically”
(Freedom House Jamaica 2005). It gave Jamaica a 2 (quite high) for polit-
ical rights and a 3 (fairly high) for civil liberties while calling the country
“free.” But it attached a downward arrow to those ratings and began its
description of the previous year’s record in these terms:

Jamaica continued to suffer from rampant crime, high levels of unemployment,
and a lack of investment in social development in 2004. The government’s failure
to fully extend the rule of law over its police force was evidenced by a five-year
record of failure to successfully prosecute any officers on charges of extrajudicial
killings, despite the force’s having one of the highest per capita rates of police
killings in the world. Meanwhile, a contentious succession struggle wracked the
country’s main opposition party. (Freedom House Jamaica 2005)

The report went on to describe voter fraud, widespread violence against
women, police persecution of homosexuals, politically linked gangs, and
criminality fueled by Jamaica’s importance as a transit point for cocaine en
route to the United States (see also Amnesty International 2001, Human
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Rights Watch 2004). Jamaica’s businesses suffer widespread protection
rackets and property crimes. A 2002 United Nations survey of four hun-
dred Jamaican firms found that two-thirds of all firms reported being
victims of at least one property crime during 2001. Smaller firms suf-
fered more from extortion, fraud, robbery, burglary, and arson than large
ones (World Bank 2004: 89–90). If Jamaica qualifies as a democracy, it
certainly counts as a troubled one.

How should we decide whether Kazakhstan, Jamaica, or any other
country qualifies as a democracy? The question sounds innocent, but it
has serious consequences. At stake is the political standing of regimes
across the world, the quality of people’s lives within those regimes, and
the explanation of democratization.

1. Political standing: Far beyond Freedom House, power holders of
all sorts must know whether they are dealing with democracies or
other sorts of regimes. They must know because two centuries of
international political experience tell them that democracies behave
differently from the rest. They meet or break their commitments dif-
ferently, make war differently, respond differently to external inter-
ventions, and so on. These differences should and do affect inter-
national relations: how alliances form, who wars against whom,
which countries receive foreign investment or major loans, and
so on.

2. Quality of life: Democracy is a good in itself, since to some degree
it gives a regime’s population collective power to determine its own
fate. On the whole, it rescues ordinary people from both the tyranny
and the mayhem that have prevailed in most political regimes.
Under most circumstances, furthermore, it delivers better living
conditions, at least when it comes to such matters as access to
education, medical care, and legal protection.

3. Explanation: Democratization only occurs under rare social con-
ditions, but has profound effects on the lives of citizens; how
can we identify and explain both the development of democracy
and its impacts on collective life? If people define democracy and
democratization mistakenly, they will botch international relations,
baffle explanation, and thereby reduce people’s chances for better
lives.

The book you are starting to read devotes much more attention to the
third problem than to the first two. Although it gives some attention to
international relations and treats democracy’s substantive effects in pass-
ing, it concentrates on description and explanation: How and why do
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democracies form? Why do they sometimes disappear? More generally,
what causes whole countries to democratize or de-democratize? Taking
the entire world and a great deal of human history into its scope, this book
presents a systematic analysis of the processes that generate democratic
regimes. It seeks to explain variation and change in the extent and char-
acter of democracy over large blocks of human experience. It asks what
difference the extent and character of democracy make to the quality of
public life. It takes democracy seriously.

Definitions of Democracy

To take democracy seriously, we must know what we are talking about.
Developing a precise definition of democracy is particularly important
when trying – as we are here – to describe and explain variation and
change in the extent and character of democracy.

Observers of democracy and democratization generally choose, implic-
itly or explicitly, among four main types of definitions: constitutional,
substantive, procedural, and process-oriented (Andrews and Chapman
1995, Collier and Levitsky 1997, Held 1996, Inkeles 1991, O’Donnell
1999, Ortega Ortiz 2001, Schmitter and Karl 1991). A constitutional
approach concentrates on laws a regime enacts concerning political activ-
ity. Thus we can look across history and recognize differences among
oligarchies, monarchies, republics, and a number of other types by means
of contrasting legal arrangements. Within democracies, furthermore, we
can distinguish between constitutional monarchies, presidential systems,
and parliament-centered arrangements, not to mention such variations as
federal versus unitary structures. For large historical comparisons, consti-
tutional criteria have many advantages, especially the relative visibility of
constitutional forms. As the cases of Kazakhstan and Jamaica show, how-
ever, large discrepancies between announced principles and daily practices
often make constitutions misleading.

Substantive approaches focus on the conditions of life and politics a
given regime promotes: Does this regime promote human welfare, indi-
vidual freedom, security, equity, social equality, public deliberation, and
peaceful conflict resolution? If so, we might be inclined to call it demo-
cratic regardless of how its constitution reads. Two troubles follow imme-
diately, however, from any such definitional strategy. First, how do we
handle tradeoffs among these estimable principles? If a given regime is
desperately poor but its citizens enjoy rough equality, should we think
of it as more democratic than a fairly prosperous but fiercely unequal
regime?
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Second, focusing on the possible outcomes of politics undercuts any
effort to learn whether some political arrangements – including democ-
racy – promote more desirable substantive outcomes than other politi-
cal arrangements. What if we actually want to know under what con-
ditions and how regimes promote human welfare, individual freedom,
security, equity, social equality, public deliberation, and peaceful conflict
resolution? Later we will discuss in depth how whether a regime is demo-
cratic affects the quality of public and private life.

Advocates of procedural definitions single out a narrow range of gov-
ernmental practices to determine whether a regime qualifies as demo-
cratic. Most procedural observers center their attention on elections, ask-
ing whether genuinely competitive elections engaging large numbers of
citizens regularly produce changes in governmental personnel and policy.
If elections remain a non-competitive sham and an occasion for smash-
ing governmental opponents as in Kazakhstan, procedural analysts reject
them as criteria for democracy. But if they actually cause significant gov-
ernmental changes, they signal the procedural presence of democracy. (In
principle one could add or substitute other consultative procedures such
as referenda, recall, petition, and even opinion polls, but in practice pro-
cedural analysts focus overwhelmingly on elections.)

Freedom House evaluations incorporate some substantive judgments
about the extent to which a given country’s citizens enjoy political rights
and civil liberties. But when it comes to judging whether a country is
an “electoral democracy,” Freedom House looks for mainly procedural
elements:

1. A competitive, multiparty political system
2. Universal adult suffrage for all citizens (with exceptions for restrictions

that states may legitimately place on citizens for criminal offenses)
3. Regularly contested elections conducted in conditions of ballot secrecy,

reasonable ballot security, and in the absence of massive voter fraud that
yields results that are unrepresentative of the public will

4. Significant public access of major political parties to the electorate through
the media and through generally open political campaigning (Piano and
Puddington 2004: 716)

According to these criteria, in 2004 Kazakhstan failed to qualify proce-
durally as an electoral democracy, but Jamaica, despite its documented
assaults on democratic freedoms, made the grade. Here, then, is the
trouble with procedural definitions of democracy, democratization, and
de-democratization: despite their crisp convenience, they work with an
extremely thin conception of the political processes involved.
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Process-oriented approaches to democracy differ significantly from
constitutional, substantive, and procedural accounts. They identify some
minimum set of processes that must be continuously in motion for a
situation to qualify as democratic. In a classic statement, Robert Dahl
stipulates five process-oriented criteria for democracy. Speaking first of
how they might work in a voluntary association, he proposes:

Effective participation. Before a policy is adopted by the association, all the mem-
bers must have equal and effective opportunities for making their views known
to the other members as to what the policy should be.

Voting equality. When the moment arrives at which the decision about the policy
will finally be made, every member must have an equal and effective opportunity
to vote, and all votes must be counted as equal.

Enlightened understanding. Within reasonable limits as to time, each member
must have equal and effective opportunities for learning about the relevant alter-
native policies and their likely consequences.

Control of the agenda. The members must have the exclusive opportunity to decide
how and, if they choose, what matters are to be placed on the agenda. Thus the
democratic process required by the three preceding criteria is never closed. The
policies of the association are always open to change by the members, if they so
choose.

Inclusion of adults. All, or at any rate most, adult permanent residents should
have the full rights of citizens that are implied by the first four criteria. Before the
twentieth century this criterion was unacceptable to most advocates of democracy.
(Dahl 1998: 37–38)

The final standard – inclusion of adults – ironically rules out many cases
that political philosophers have regularly taken as great historical models
for democracy: Greek and Roman polities, Viking crews, village assem-
blies, and some city-states. All of them built their political deliberations by
means of massive exclusion, most notably of women, slaves, and paupers.
Inclusion of all (or almost all) adults basically restricts political democracy
to the last few centuries.

Notice how Dahl’s criteria differ from constitutional, substantive, and
procedural standards for democracy. Although those of us who have
attended endless meetings of voluntary associations can easily imagine
the bylaws of such an association, Dahl himself specifies no constitutional
forms or provisions. He carefully avoids building social prerequisites or
consequences into the definition; even “enlightened understanding” refers
to experience within the organization rather than prerequisites or conse-
quences. Finally, Dahl’s criteria do include the procedure of equal voting
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with equal counts, but the list as a whole describes how the association
works, not what techniques it adopts to accomplish its goals. It describes
an interlocking set of political processes.

When Dahl moves from local associations to national regimes, he holds
on to his process-oriented insights, but shifts to talk of institutions. Insti-
tutions, for Dahl, consist of practices that endure. The sort of regime that
Dahl calls a “polyarchal democracy” installs six distinctive institutions:
elected officials; free, fair, and frequent elections; freedom of expression;
alternative sources of information; associational autonomy; and inclusive
citizenship (Dahl 1998: 85, Dahl 2005: 188–189). Once again, the proce-
dure of voting appears on the list. But taken together Dahl’s criteria for
polyarchal democracy describe a working process, a series of regularized
interactions among citizens and officials. These go far beyond the usual
procedural standards.

Yet there is a catch. Basically, Dahl provides us with a static yes-no
checklist: if a regime operates all six institutions, it counts as a democ-
racy. If it lacks any of them, or some of them aren’t really working, it
doesn’t count as a democracy. For an annual count of which regimes are
in or out, such an approach can do the job even if critics raise ques-
tions about whether elections in such places as Jamaica are free and fair.
Suppose, however, that we want to use process-oriented standards more
ambitiously. We do not want merely to count the democratic house at a
single point in time. Instead, we want to do two more demanding things:
first, to compare regimes with regard to how democratic they are; second,
to follow individual regimes through time, observing when and how they
become more or less democratic.

Like Freedom House raters of relative political rights and civil liber-
ties, we can reasonably ask whether some regimes rank higher or lower
than others, if only to see whether those rankings correlate with other fac-
tors such as national wealth, population size, recency of independence, or
geographic location. If we want insight into causes and effects of democ-
ratization or de-democratization, we have no choice but to recognize them
as continuous processes rather than simple steps across a threshold in one
direction or the other. In short, for purposes of comparison and explana-
tion, we must move from a yes-no checklist to a list of crucial variables.

Most of Dahl’s standard democratic institutions – elected officials; free,
fair, and frequent elections; freedom of expression; alternative sources
of information; associational autonomy; and inclusive citizenship – lend
themselves awkwardly to comparison and explanation. We might, of
course, ask how free, fair, and frequent elections are, and so on down
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the list. But the more we do so, the more we will recognize two draw-
backs of Dahl’s criteria when it comes to the work at hand:

1. Together, they describe a minimum package of democratic institu-
tions, not a set of continuous variables; they do not help much if
we are asking whether Canada is more democratic than the United
States, or whether the United States became less democratic last
year.

2. Each of them operates within significant limits, beyond which some
of them conflict with each other; working democracies often have to
adjudicate deep conflicts, for example, between freedom of expres-
sion and associational autonomy. Should a democracy muzzle ani-
mal rights organizations because they advocate attacks on associa-
tions that hold dog shows or support animal experimentation?

Furthermore, the autonomy of powerful elitist, racist, sexist, or hate-
mongering associations regularly undermines the inclusiveness of citizen-
ship. Should a democracy let well-financed pressure groups drive punitive
anti-immigrant legislation through the legislature? To enter fully into com-
parison and explanation, we will have to improve on Dahl’s criteria while
remaining faithful to their process-oriented spirit.

Elements of Democracy, Democratization, and De-Democratization

How can we move ahead? Before identifying process-oriented criteria for
democracy, democratization, and de-democratization, let us clarify what
we have to explain. In order to do so, it will help to simplify radically.
Later we can return to complications that our first take on the problem
ignores. Let us adopt three simple ideas.

First, we start with a state, an organization that controls the major
concentration of coercive means within a substantial territory, exercises
priority in some regards over all other organizations operating within the
same territory, and receives acknowledgment of that priority from other
organizations, including states, outside the territory. You begin to see the
complications: what about federal systems, civil wars, warlord-dominated
enclaves, and rival factions within the state? For the time being, neverthe-
less, we can pose the problem of democracy more clearly by assuming a
single, fairly unitary state.

Second, we lump everyone who lives under that state’s jurisdiction
into a catchall category: citizens. Again complications immediately come
to mind: what about tourists, transnational corporations, members of
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the underground economy, and expatriates? Soon I will point out that
most historical regimes have lacked full-fledged citizenship, which plays a
crucial part in democracy. But for a start, calling everyone who lives under
a given state’s jurisdiction a citizen of that state will clarify what we have
to explain. Democracy will then turn out to be a certain class of relations
between states and citizens, and democratization and de-democratization
will consist of changes in those sorts of relations.

Dahl’s principles already imply such a step; even associational auton-
omy, for example, depends on state backing of associations’ right to
exist rather than the sheer presence of many, many associations. For
the moment, let us call a set of relations between states and citizens a
regime, with the understanding that later on we will complicate that idea
by including relations among major political actors (parties, corporations,
labor unions, organized ethnic groups, patron-client networks, warlords,
and more) in regimes as well.

In the meantime, notice that the second step breaks sharply with a
common (and at first glance appealing) notion. It rejects the widespread
idea that if only existing holders of power agree on how they want a
regime to operate they can decide on democracy as a more attractive –
or less disagreeable – alternative to existing political arrangements. In
this view, workers, peasants, minorities, and other citizens might cause
enough trouble to make some concessions to representation and inclusion
less costly to elites than continuing repression, but the citizenry at large
plays only a marginal role in the actual fashioning of democratic politics.
Such a view underlies the policy of exporting democracy from the United
States or the European Union by making attractive deals with national
leaders – or, for that matter, by coercing leaders to adopt democratic
institutions. On the contrary, this book’s explanations of democratization
(and of de-democratization as well) center on the state-citizen struggle.
Even a conquering military power such as the western Allies in Japan and
Germany after World War II must bargain extensively with citizens to
create a new democratic regime where authoritarians previously ruled.

Third, let us narrow our analytic range to public politics, not includ-
ing all transactions, however personal or impersonal, between states and
citizens but only those that visibly engage state power and performance.
Public politics includes elections, voter registration, legislative activity,
patenting, tax collection, military conscription, group application for pen-
sions, and many other transactions to which states are parties. It also
includes collective contention in the form of coups d’état, revolutions,
social movements, and civil wars. It excludes, however, most personal
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interactions among citizens, among state officials, or between state offi-
cials and citizens.

Some of public politics consists of consulting citizens about their opin-
ions, needs, and demands. Consultation includes any public means by
which citizens voice their collective preferences concerning state person-
nel and policies. In relatively democratic regimes, competitive elections
certainly give citizens a voice, but so do lobbying, petitioning, referenda,
social movements, and opinion polling. This time the missing complica-
tions are obvious: bribes, patron-client chains, favors to constituents and
followers, kinship connections among officials, and similar phenomena
blur the boundary between public and private politics. What is more, we
will soon discover that we can’t make sense of public politics by focusing
on citizen-state interactions alone, but must examine coalitions, rivalries,
and confrontations among major political actors outside of the state as
well. Later I will insist that prevailing non-state forms of power strongly
affect the possibility of democratization. Again we can pay attention to the
complications once we have the problem under control. For the moment,
we scrutinize public political interactions between states and citizens for
signs of democracy, democratization, and de-democratization.

What do we look for in these interactions? One more simplification can
guide us. Judging the degree of democracy, we assess the extent to which
the state behaves in conformity to the expressed demands of its citizens.
Gauging democratization and de-democratization, we assess the extent to
which that conformity is increasing or decreasing. So doing, we set aside
venerable alternatives in democratic theory. We do not ask whether the
state is enhancing its citizens’ welfare, whether it behaves in accordance
with its own laws, or even whether ordinary people control the levers of
political power. (Later, we can of course ask whether democratization thus
understood enhances popular welfare, entails the rule of law, or depends
on citizens’ direct empowerment.)

Judging conformity of a state’s behavior to its citizens’ expressed
demands necessarily involves four further judgments: how wide a range of
citizens’ expressed demands come into play; how equally different groups
of citizens experience a translation of their demands into state behavior;
to what extent the expression of demands itself receives the state’s polit-
ical protection; and how much the process of translation commits both
sides, citizens and state. Call these elements breadth, equality, protection,
and mutually binding consultation.

In this simplified perspective, a regime is democratic to the degree that
political relations between the state and its citizens feature broad, equal,
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protected and mutually binding consultation. Democratization means net
movement toward broader, more equal, more protected, and more binding
consultation. De-democratization, obviously, then means net movement
toward narrower, more unequal, less protected, and less binding con-
sultation. In Germany, we can reasonably say that the formation of the
Weimar Republic in the German Empire’s ruins after World War I intro-
duced a measure of democratization, whereas Hitler’s seizure of power
in 1933 pushed the country brutally back into de-democratization. In
Japan, we can reasonably treat the buildup of militarized state power dur-
ing the 1930s as a time of de-democratization while treating the period of
Allied conquest, occupation, and reconstruction as the start of democrati-
zation.

The terms broad, equal, protected, and mutually binding identify four
partly independent dimensions of variation among regimes. Here are
rough descriptions of the four dimensions:

1. Breadth: From only a small segment of the population enjoying
extensive rights, the rest being largely excluded from public pol-
itics, to very wide political inclusion of people under the state’s
jurisdiction (at one extreme, every household has its own distinc-
tive relation to the state, but only a few households have full rights
of citizenship; at the other, all adult citizens belong to the same
homogeneous category of citizenship)

2. Equality: From great inequality among and within categories of
citizens to extensive equality in both regards (at one extreme, eth-
nic categories fall into a well-defined rank order with very unequal
rights and obligations; at the other, ethnicity has no significant con-
nection with political rights or obligations and largely equal rights
prevail between native-born and naturalized citizens)

Together, high levels of breadth and equality comprise the crucial aspects
of citizenship: instead of a mosaic of variable relations to the state depend-
ing on particular group memberships, all citizens fall into a limited number
of categories – at the limit, just one – whose members maintain similar
rights and obligations in their interactions with the state. By them-
selves, breadth and equality do not constitute democracy. Authoritarian
regimes have often imposed undemocratic forms of citizenship from
the top down. But in the company of protection and mutually binding
consultation, breadth and equality qualify as essential components of
democracy.
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3. Protection: From little to much protection against the state’s arbi-
trary action (at one extreme, state agents constantly use their power
to punish personal enemies and reward their friends; at the other,
all citizens enjoy publicly visible due process)

4. Mutually binding consultation: From non-binding and/or ex-
tremely asymmetrical to mutually binding (at one extreme, seek-
ers of state benefits must bribe, cajole, threaten, or use third-party
influence to get anything at all; at the other, state agents have clear,
enforceable obligations to deliver benefits by category of recipient)

Net movement of a regime toward the higher ends of the four dimen-
sions qualifies as democratization. Net movement toward the lower ends
qualifies as de-democratization. When Freedom House put downward
arrows on Jamaica’s political rights and civil liberties ratings for 2004, it
was warning that Jamaica ran the risk of de-democratizing. In terms of
our four dimensions, it called special attention to Jamaica’s increases of
inequality and decreases of protection.

In later discussions, we will sometimes focus on breadth, equality, pro-
tection, or mutually binding consultation separately. Analyses of citizen-
ship, for example, will naturally focus on breadth and equality. Most of
the time, however, we will sum up average location on the four dimensions
as a single variable: degree of democracy. Likewise, we will treat democ-
ratization as an average movement upward on the four dimensions, de-
democratization as an average movement downward on the four dimen-
sions. That strategy simplifies the analysis greatly. It takes advantage of
the fact that locations on one dimension correlate roughly with locations
on another dimension; regimes that offer extensive protection, in general,
also establish broad categories of citizenship rather than treating each
person or small group of citizens differently.

State Capacity and Regime Variation

So far I have purposely omitted an important feature of regimes: the state’s
capacity to enforce its political decisions. No democracy can work if the
state lacks the capacity to supervise democratic decision making and put
its results into practice. This is most obvious for protection. A very weak
state may proclaim the principle of shielding citizens from harassment
by state agents, but can do little about harassment when it occurs. Very
high-capacity states run the opposite risk: that decision making by state
agents acquires enough weight to overwhelm mutually binding consulta-
tion between government and citizens.
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State capacity has already entered our discussion indirectly. Some of
the Freedom House political rights and civil liberties, for example, would
mean nothing without substantial state backing. Note the following:

PR # 3: Are there fair electoral laws, equal campaigning opportunities, fair polling,
and honest tabulations of ballots?

PR # 4: Are the voters able to endow their freely elected representatives with real
power?

CL # 5: Does the rule of law prevail in civil and criminal matters? Is the population
treated equally under the law? Are police under direct civilian control?

CL # 10: Are property rights secure? Do citizens have the right to establish private
businesses? Is private business activity unduly influenced by government officials,
the security forces, or organized crime? (Karatnycky 2000: 583–585)

We see Freedom House evaluators trying to find a middle ground between
too little and too much state capacity, on the implicit assumption that
either one hinders political rights and civil liberties. This assumption gen-
eralizes that extremely high and extremely low state capacity both inhibit
democracy.

State capacity means the extent to which interventions of state agents
in existing non-state resources, activities, and interpersonal connections
alter existing distributions of those resources, activities, and interpersonal
connections as well as relations among those distributions. (State-directed
redistribution of wealth, for example, almost inevitably involves not only
a redistribution of resources across the population but also a change in
the connection between the geographic distributions of wealth and popu-
lation.) In a high-capacity regime, by this standard, whenever state agents
act, their actions affect citizens’ resources, activities, and interpersonal
connections significantly. In a low-capacity regime, state agents have much
narrower effects no matter how hard they try to change things.

We have already glimpsed the variability of state capacity in Ka-
zakhstan and Jamaica. In Kazakhstan, as elsewhere in the disintegrating
Soviet Union, state capacity diminished sharply during the turmoil of 1986
to 1991. But soon after Kazakhstan’s independence (1991), Nazarbayev
began related campaigns to expand the state’s power and his personal
power within the state. Non-state enterprises, the independent press, and
private associations soon felt the weight of an increasingly demanding and
interventionist state. Jamaica moved in the opposite direction. Human
Rights observers worried openly that the Jamaican state had lost con-
trol over its own police, not to mention armed gangs and drug runners.
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figure 1-1. Variation in Regimes

Neither case marks the extreme. At the high-capacity end, Nazarbayev’s
Kazakhstan deploys nothing like the power to shift resources, activities,
and interpersonal connections exercised by today’s Chinese state. At the
low-capacity end, shattered Somalia makes the Jamaican state look like
a behemoth.

We begin to see the value of distinguishing capacity from democ-
racy before relating them analytically. Clearly capacity can range from
extremely high to extremely low independently of how democratic a
regime is, and democracy can appear in regimes that vary markedly with
regard to state capacity. Figure 1-1 schematizes the field of variation. It
identifies some distinctly different zones of political life marked by varying
combinations of capacity and democracy.

On the vertical axis, state capacity varies from 0 (minimum) to 1 (max-
imum). Although we could think of capacity in absolute terms, for com-
parative purposes it helps more to scale it against the histories of all states
that have actually existed within a given era. Over the period since 1900,



P1: KAE
0521877718c01 0 521 87771 8 Printer: cupusbw January 23, 2007 19:28

18 Democracy

for example, the dimension might run from Somalia or Congo-Kinshasa
in 2006 (minimum) to colossal Nazi Germany on the eve of World War II
(maximum). On the horizontal axis, we find the familiar range from min-
imum democracy at 0 (for which the authoritarian rule of Stalin’s Russia
might be a candidate) to maximum democracy at 1 (for which today’s
Norway would certainly be in the running).

For many purposes, another radical simplification will aid our attempt
to describe and explain variation in regimes. Figure 1-2 identifies the
four crude regime types implied by our more general map of regimes.
It reduces the space to four types of regime: low-capacity undemocratic,
high-capacity undemocratic, high-capacity democratic, and low-capacity
democratic. Examples of each type in the diagram include:

High-capacity undemocratic: Kazakhstan, Iran
Low-capacity undemocratic: Somalia, Congo-Kinshasa
High-capacity democratic: Norway, Japan
Low-capacity democratic: Jamaica, Belgium

Over human history regimes have distributed very unevenly across
the types. The great bulk of historical regimes have fallen into the low-
capacity undemocratic sector. Many of the biggest and most powerful,
however, have dwelt in the high-capacity undemocratic sector. High-
capacity democratic regimes have been rare and mostly recent. Low-
capacity democratic regimes have remained few and far between.

Over the long run of human history, then, the vast majority of regimes
have been undemocratic; democratic regimes are rare, contingent, recent
creations. Partial democracies have, it is true, formed intermittently at a
local scale, for example in villages ruled by councils incorporating most
heads of household. At the scale of a city-state, a warlord’s domain, or a
regional federation, forms of government have run from dynastic hege-
mony to oligarchy, with narrow, unequal citizenship or none at all; little
or no binding consultation; and uncertain protection from arbitrary gov-
ernmental action.

Before the 19th century, furthermore, large states and empires gen-
erally managed by means of indirect rule: systems in which the central
power received tribute, cooperation, and guarantees of compliance on
the part of subject populations from regional power holders who enjoyed
great autonomy within their own domains. Even in supposedly absolutist
France, for example, great nobles only started to lose their regional power
during the later 17th century, when Louis XIV undertook a sustained (and
ultimately successful) effort to replace them with government-appointed



P1: KAE
0521877718c01 0 521 87771 8 Printer: cupusbw January 23, 2007 19:28

What Is Democracy? 19

1

 HIGH-CAPACITY HIGH-CAPACITY
 UNDEMOCRATIC DEMOCRATIC

State  
 

Capacity 

 LOW-CAPACITY LOW-CAPACITY
UNDEMOCRATIC DEMOCRATIC

     0
0        1

DEMOCRACY
figure 1-2. Crude Regime Types

and removable regional administrators. Before then, great lords ran their
domains like princes and often took up arms against the French crown
itself.

Seen from the bottom, such systems often imposed tyranny on ordinary
people. Seen from the top, however, they lacked capacity; the intermedi-
aries supplied soldiers, goods, and money to rulers, but their autonomous
privileges also set stringent limits to rulers’ ability to govern or transform
the world within their presumed jurisdictions.

Only the 19th century brought widespread adoption of direct rule: cre-
ation of structures extending governmental communication and control
continuously from central institutions to individual localities or even to
households, and back again. Creation of direct rule commonly included
such measures as uniform tax codes, large-scale postal services, profes-
sional civil services, and national military conscription. Even then, direct
rule ranged from the unitary hierarchies of centralized monarchy to the
segmentation of federalism. On a large scale, direct rule made substantial
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citizenship, and therefore democracy, possible. Possible, but not likely,
much less inevitable: instruments of direct rule have sustained many oli-
garchies, some autocracies, a number of party- and army-controlled states,
and a few fascist tyrannies. Even in the era of direct rule most regimes
have remained far from democratic.

Location in one or another of the four quadrants makes a powerful
difference to the character of a regime’s public politics (Tilly 2006). For
elaboration later in the book, here are some preliminary descriptions of
the kinds of politics that prevail in each quadrant:

High-capacity undemocratic: Little public voice except as elicited by
the state; extensive involvement of state security forces in any public
politics; regime change either through struggle at the top or mass
rebellion from the bottom

Low-capacity undemocratic: Warlords, ethnic blocs, and religious
mobilization; frequent violent struggle including civil wars; multi-
ple political actors including criminals deploying lethal force

High-capacity democratic: Frequent social movements, interest group
activity, and political party mobilizations; formal consultations
(including competitive elections) as high points of political activity;
widespread state monitoring of public politics combined with rela-
tively low levels of political violence

Low-capacity democratic: As in high-capacity democratic regimes, fre-
quent social movements, interest group activity, and political party
mobilizations plus formal consultations (including competitive elec-
tions) as high points of political activity, but less effective state mon-
itoring, higher involvement of semi-legal and illegal actors in public
politics, and substantially higher levels of lethal violence in public
politics

These are, of course, “on average” descriptions. Within the high-
capacity undemocratic quadrant, for example, we find some regimes
whose states’ monitoring and intervention extend throughout the whole
territory and population; Iran fits the description. But we also notice oth-
ers in which the state has nearly the same control as Iran over its central
territory but has edges or enclaves that largely escape control; Morocco,
with authoritarian rule in its main territory but a long-running civil war
with independence-minded Polisario forces in the former Spanish Sahara,
belongs to this subset of regimes.
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figure 1-3. Regime Placement of Kazahkstan and Jamaica in 2006

Where, then, do our test cases of Kazakhstan and Jamaica fall within
regime space? During its few years of exiting from the Soviet Union,
Kazakhstan dropped a bit in capacity and edged a bit toward democracy.
By the time Nazarbayev had consolidated his family’s power in the later
1990s, however, Kazakhstan operated as a high-capacity, low-democracy
regime. Jamaica has fluctuated more since its 1962 independence, but the
state has never acquired substantial capacity and the regime as a whole
has never quite fallen from the ranks of democracy. When considering
the recent past, we can place Jamaica high in the opposite quadrant from
Kazakhstan: low to middling state capacity combined with precarious
democracy. Figure 1-3 places Kazakhstan and Jamaica on the diagram of
the four crude regime types.

The placement of two regimes at a single point in time only starts
our work. Still, by themselves Kazakhstan and Jamaica in the recent past
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allow us to identify the sorts of questions that arise in the remainder of
this book:

� Considering that competing nomadic hordes, but no centralized state,
existed in the territory now occupied by Kazakhstan until the Russian
empire started consolidating its rule during the 19th century, by what
path and how did the current high-capacity undemocratic regime come
into existence?

� Under what conditions and how could Kazakhstan 1) drop into the
low-capacity undemocratic quadrant, as several of its Central Asian
neighbors have, and 2) move firmly into democratic territory?

� How did the model democratic colony of Jamaica, based on
Westminster-style public politics that prevailed before Jamaica’s inde-
pendence, become the troubled sovereign democracy of today?

� What would it take for Jamaica to drop out of democratic ranks
entirely, abandon its social movement politics, and thus become even
more vulnerable to warlords, ethnic blocs, religious mobilization, fre-
quent violent struggle including civil wars, and multiple actors includ-
ing criminals deploying lethal force?

� What would it take, on the contrary, for Jamaica to become a high-
capacity democracy, with frequent social movements, interest group
activity, political party mobilizations, formal consultations (includ-
ing competitive elections) as high points of political activity, and
widespread state monitoring of public politics combined with relatively
low levels of political violence?

Imagine asking questions of this sort, not just about Kazakhstan and
Jamaica, but about any regime that happens to interest you anywhere, at
any point in time. The point is to build a general account of change and
variation in regimes on the way to describing paths that lead toward and
away from democracy.

When I say “general account,” let me state clearly what I do and do
not mean. I do mean to identify a set of explanations for democratization
and de-democratization that apply equally to Kazakhstan, Jamaica, and a
wide variety of other regimes, past and present. I do not, however, mean
to propose a general law, a unique trajectory, or a single set of necessary
and sufficient conditions for democratization and its reversals.

As an alternative, I argue that democratization and de-democratization
depend on some recurrent causal mechanisms that compound into a small
number of necessary processes. By mechanisms, I mean events that pro-
duce the same immediate effects over a wide range of circumstances. As
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we move into concrete cases of democratization, for example, we will
frequently encounter the mechanism of coalition formation: creation of
a new form of coordination between previously autonomous political
actors. A new coalition does not in itself produce democratization, but
it often contributes to moves toward democracy by connecting political
actors who have interests in democratic outcomes and who had not been
coordinating their efforts up until that point.

By processes, I mean combinations and sequences of mechanisms
that produce some specified outcome. Democratization and de-democrati-
zation are themselves very large processes, but within them we will often
discern smaller processes such as upward scale shift, in which the level of
coordination among different sites or actors rises (Tarrow and McAdam
2005).

In addition to the master processes of democratization and de-
democratization, this book looks hard at the processes by which state
capacity increases or decreases, generalizing the process by which Ka-
zakhstan recovered from its weakening as the Soviet Union disintegrated
and the opposite process by which the Jamaican state lost control over
many activities within its purview after independence. It shows how
democratization and de-democratization interact with changing state
capacity. After putting more preliminaries into place, the book organizes
its main explanations of democratization and de-democratization around
three central clusters of changes:

1. Increase or decrease of integration between interpersonal networks
of trust (e.g., kinship, religious membership, and relationships
within trades) and public politics

2. Increase or decrease in the insulation from public politics of the
major categorical inequalities (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, religion,
class, caste) around which citizens organize their daily lives

3. Increase or decrease in the autonomy of major power centers (espe-
cially those wielding significant coercive means) such as warlords,
patron-client chains, armies, and religious institutions with respect
to public politics

The fundamental processes promoting democratization in all times and
places, the argument runs, consist of increasing integration of trust net-
works into public politics, increasing insulation of public politics from
categorical inequality, and decreasing autonomy of major power centers
from public politics.
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But detailed explanations come later. This chapter has stuck mainly
to description, with only wisps of explanation. Later chapters introduce
explanatory elements step by step: relationships between democracy and
trust, democracy and inequality, and democracy and autonomous power
clusters. We will eventually see how much more contingency, negotia-
tion, struggle, and adjustment go into democratic politics than the simple
identification of breadth, equality, protection, and mutually binding con-
sultation, as democratic essentials suggest. We will also see that democ-
ratization and de-democratization occur continuously, with no guarantee
of an end point in either direction.

First we need to clarify what we have to explain. We will close in
slowly on detailed explanations, first looking at the long run of democ-
racy in hope of identifying conditions that commonly accompany its
expansion or contraction, then systematically asking what produces such
conditions, then moving on to a discussion of the recurrent processes
that drive democratization and de-democratization, and finally specify-
ing the causes, effects, and consequences of these recurrent processes in
greater detail. Chapter 2 sketches the place of democracy and democra-
tization in the long history of mostly undemocratic regimes. Chapter 3
then proceeds to look more specifically at the processes of democratization
and de-democratization. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 take up trust, inequality, and
major power configurations separately as phenomena whose changes and
intersections with public politics shape the possibility of democratization
and de-democratization.

Chapter 7 applies the lessons of Chapters 4–6 to the alternative trajec-
tories (for example, out of high-capacity and out of low-capacity undemo-
cratic regimes) that lead to democracy or its opposite. Chapter 8 draws
conclusions from the book as a whole, including speculations concern-
ing the future of democracy. Because working democracies display some
of humanity’s finest political accomplishments and because democracy
remains threatened throughout much of the contemporary world, we are
engaged in a search of the greatest urgency.
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Democracy in History

As Homer told us long ago, violence visibly bathed the lives and imagina-
tions of citizens in classical Greece. My onetime collaborator, the irrepress-
ibly witty political scientist Samuel Finer, phrased it this way: “Competi-
tive, acquisitive, envious, violent, quarrelsome, greedy, quick, intelligent,
ingenious – the Greeks had all the defects of their qualities. They were
troublesome subjects, fractious citizens, and arrogant and exacting mas-
ters” (Finer 1997, I: 326). Among other forms of violence, the region’s
city-states warred repeatedly against one another.

In 431 BCE, nevertheless, a delegation went from Sparta to Athens
in the name of peace. All the Athenians needed to do to avoid war, the
Spartan delegates declared, was to stop interfering militarily and econom-
ically with Sparta’s allies in the region. Athens’ citizens held a general
assembly to debate their response to Sparta’s challenge. Advocates both
of immediate war and of peacemaking concessions spoke to the assembly.
But Pericles, son of Xanthippus, carried the day. Pericles (rightly think-
ing that in case of war the Spartans would invade Athenian territory by
land) recommended preparation for a naval war and reinforcement of the
city’s defenses, but no actual military action until and unless the Spartans
attacked.

Thucydides, the first great Greek historian to work on contemporary
events using contemporary sources, transcribed Pericles’ speech. Thucyd-
ides concluded the episode with these words:

Such were the words of Pericles. The Athenians, persuaded of the wisdom of his
advice, voted as he desired, and answered the Lacedaemonians [Spartans] as he
recommended, both on the separate points and in the general; they would do

25
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nothing on dictation, but were ready to have the complaints settled in a fair and
impartial manner by the legal method, which the terms of the truce prescribed.
So the envoys departed home, and did not return again. (Thucydides 1934: 83)

Sparta’s ally Thebes soon attacked Athens’ tributary territories, and the
Second (Great) Peloponnesian War began. Formally, it lasted just ten
years, until the Peace of Nicias (421). But counting its sequels the war
did not really stop until Sparta and its allies conquered Athens in 404.
Remember the comedy Lysistrata? Its plot centers on the campaign of
Athenian women to end the long war with Sparta by refusing to have
sex with their husbands. The great Athenian dramatist Aristophanes pro-
duced his play in 411 BCE.

Western histories of democracy typically start with the extraordinary
politics of these same bellicose Greek city-states between about 500 and
300 BCE. Each city-state had its own distinctive history and institutions.
Yet broadly speaking all of them balanced power among three elements: a
central executive, an oligarchic council, and a general assembly of citizens.
Athens in the time of Pericles had long since displaced kings from its
central executive in favor of short-term offices filled by lot or (in the
rare cases of specialized skills and military emergency) election. Wealthy
lineages dominated the great trading city’s councils, but all citizens had the
right to voice in general assemblies. As in the story of Pericles’ great speech,
those assemblies decided matters of deep importance to the Athenian state.

Before we rush to identify Greek city-states as the original democra-
cies, however, we should reflect on a fundamental fact: around half of
Athens’ population consisted of slaves. Slaves had no citizenship rights
whatsoever; citizens owned them as chattel, and mediated any connections
slaves had with the Athenian state. Nor did resident foreigners or wives
and children of citizens qualify as citizens. Only free adult males could
hold citizenship. Slaves nevertheless played critical parts in the Athenian
polity; their labor freed slave-owning citizens to participate in public pol-
itics. Even if Athenians sometimes called their polity a demokratia (rule
by the people), the massive presence of slaves raises doubts as to whether
21st-century students of democracy ought to include Greek city-states of
the fifth and fourth centuries BCE in their subject matter.

Two features of those regimes do argue for placing them among the
ancestors of modern democracies. First, they created a model of citizen-
ship that had no known predecessors. Of course old lineages and the rich
enjoyed political advantages in these city-states. In the sovereign assembly,
however, every citizen however patrician or parvenu, rich or not so rich,
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had a voice and a roughly equal relationship to the state. Second, these
regimes generally rotated civic responsibilities very widely. Athens even
filled its magistracies by lot for one-year terms rather than by election or
inheritance. Within the citizenry, then, the principle of equal rights and
equal obligations prevailed.

The case against calling these regimes full-fledged democracies, how-
ever, eventually gains overwhelming weight. In these city-states, did rela-
tions between the state and its citizens feature broad, equal, protected,
mutually binding consultation? If we narrow our attention to the free
adult males who then qualified as citizens, the answer is probably yes; this
is why so many historians have considered the Greeks to have invented
democracy. But if we consider the whole population under the state’s
jurisdiction – women, children, slaves, the many resident foreigners –
the answer becomes emphatically no. After all, inequality pervaded the
city-state political system as a whole. Athenian arrangements excluded
the great bulk of the population from protected, mutually binding con-
sultation. Nor did republican Rome perform democratically by these
standards.

Which regimes did perform democratically, how, and why? As a pref-
ace to explanations of democratization and de-democratization in later
chapters, this chapter surveys where and when democratic regimes mul-
tiplied. It notes some patterns of change and variation in democratic
forms for further explanation. It makes the case for Western Europe and
North America during the later 18th century as crucial staging areas for
democratic regimes at a national scale. But mostly it clarifies what we
must explain: how, over the centuries, democracy rose, fell, and varied in
character.

Between 300 BCE and the 19th century CE, a number of European
regimes adopted variants on the Greek model: privileged minorities of
relatively equal citizens dominated their states at the expense of excluded
majorities. In their days of republican government (that is, when some
tyrant had not seized power), such commercial city-states as Venice, Flo-
rence, and Milan all lived on the labor of excluded, subordinate classes.
After the turmoil of Florence’s politics had excluded him from his previ-
ous career as official and diplomat in 1512, Niccolò Machiavelli began to
write the great analyses of politics that still make his work required read-
ing today. His Discourses ostensibly consider the constitutions of classical
Rome, but actually range widely over the Italian politics of his own time.

Gesturing back to a tradition for which the Athenian Aristotle laid
some of the foundations, Machiavelli conceded that many authors before
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him had distinguished three main types of government: monarchy, aris-
tocracy, and democracy. They had, furthermore, often seen monarchy as
disintegrating into tyranny, aristocracy into oligarchy, and democracy into
“licentiousness” (Machiavelli 1940: 111–112). But, according to Machi-
avelli, the best constitutions balanced the three elements – prince, aristoc-
racy, and people – under a common constitution. Legendary lawgiver
Lycurgus bestowed just such a constitution on long-surviving Sparta,
while equally legendary Athenian lawgiver Solon made the mistake of
establishing popular government alone.

Nevertheless, following his interpretation of Greek and Roman
regimes, Machiavelli eventually made the case for a choice between just
two models: a principality in which the ruler governs with support of
an aristocracy and pacifies the populace with good works (an idealized
picture of Florence under the more benign of the Medici) and a republic
in which the aristocracy actually rules, but appoints an executive power
and deals judiciously with the common people (an idealized picture of the
republican Florence he had long served before his exile).

What was Machiavelli describing? Italian city-states lacked slaves, but
they strikingly resembled Greek city-states in other regards. Although
the capital cities themselves commonly instituted general assemblies of
property-holding adult males, they rarely consulted them except in emer-
gencies. Small proportions of all adult males qualified as full-fledged cit-
izen members of governing councils, and even fewer could hold major
offices. All city-states governed tributary areas from which they drew rev-
enue but to which they granted no political rights. As a matter of course,
women, children, and servants likewise lacked political standing. Whether
principalities or republics, they fell far short of broad, equal, protected,
mutually binding consultation.

Nor, up to this time, had democratic regimes existed at a national scale
elsewhere in Europe or anywhere else on earth. Europe pioneered democ-
racy in two ways: by creating the distinctive, if restrictive, institutions of
citizenship we can witness in Greek and Italian city-states and eventually
by battling toward broad, equal, protected, mutually binding consulta-
tion. But only the 18th century brought significant steps in that direction,
only the 19th century established partial democracies in Western Europe
and its settler colonies, and only the 20th century saw the extension of
something like full citizenship to many European women.

At this point, many readers will no doubt complain that such a position
is Eurocentric, modernist, both, or worse. Well outside of Western Europe,
what about the simple democracies of pastoralists, hunter-gatherers,
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subsistence peasants, fisherfolk, and warrior bands? Leaving aside the sub-
ordinate position of women in the political lives of almost all such commu-
nities, let me declare at once: some elements of democracy existed at small
scales across the world well before the 18th century. Taken separately,
some forms of broad participation, rough equality, binding consultation,
and (more rarely) protection have sometimes governed local and regional
politics. On all inhabited continents, councils of lineage heads occasion-
ally met to make momentous collective decisions in rough equality for
millennia before glimmers of democracy appeared in Europe. If, under
the heading of democracy, all we are looking for is negotiated consent to
collective decisions, democracy extends back into the mists of history.

But here I must again insist on the questions this book is pursuing:
Under what conditions and how do relations between states and the pop-
ulations subject to their rule become more – or, for that matter, less –
broad, equal, protective, and consultative? At a national scale, how do
democratization and de-democratization occur? How do they affect the
quality of political life? For those questions, the bulk of the relevant expe-
rience comes first from western countries and their settler colonies during
the 19th century, spreading across the world during the 20th and 21st
centuries. Democracy is a modern phenomenon.

Precursors of Democracy

Within European experience before the 19th century, four main sorts of
settings most dramatically assembled elements of broad, equal, protected,
mutually binding consultation: 1) merchant oligarchies, 2) peasant com-
munities, 3) religious sects, and 4) revolutionary moments. Italian city-
states constituted early examples of an urban genre that flourished until
the 18th century. Although (like their counterparts in Italian city-states)
Dutch burghers drew their wealth from the labor of disfranchised urban-
ites as well as peasants and artisans in tributary areas, they commonly
formed corps of citizens who rotated offices, manned the night watch, ran
the guilds, and met in assemblies to deliberate the city’s political decisions.
Throughout mercantile Europe, urban oligarchies engaged in simulations
of democracy (te Brake 1998, Mauro 1990, Tilly and Blockmans 1994).
But they remained oligarchies. In fact, they never became explicit models
for national government above the scale of the city-state (Prak 1999).

Some European peasant communities formed what lovers of oxymoron
could call plebeian oligarchies. They practiced rotation of posts through
election or lot, well-defended rights of participation, general assemblies
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with binding power, and judicial procedures for reviewing wrongs to indi-
viduals or the community (Barber 1974; Blickle 1997; Cerutti, Descimon,
and Prak 1995; Luebke 1997; Sahlins 2004, Wells 1995). But almost uni-
versally the citizens in question consisted of either all adult males or all
property-holding adult males within the central community. Once again,
furthermore, peasant communities often controlled tributary areas and
populations in which no citizenship existed.

Highland Switzerland generally conformed to those patterns. In a book
he dares to call Early Modern Democracy in the Grisons, Randolph
Head describes village practices in the Swiss canton variously known as
Graubünden, Grisons, Grigioni, or the Rhaetian Freestate:

Every viable political entity must reach legitimate decisions – ones accepted by
a preponderance of its members – and must distribute benefits and burdens in
a predictable way. The village and political communes of the Rhaetian Freestate
developed distinctive (though by no means unique) solutions for these tasks: legit-
imate decisions were those reached by a majority of the assembled male members,
and political goods were distributed proportionally among the membership, either
by dividing them when possible, or else by rotating access to them among eligible
members. These two principles reflected both the social practice and the concep-
tual principles of late medieval village communes. In practice, the village was a
group of cultivators, each of whom worked his own land under collective man-
agement. The fact that most material benefits from the commune were divided
among the members rather than being held in common reflected this. Concep-
tually, though, the village commune was an association of equal members. This
equality was expressed in the duty of all members to participate in village assem-
blies and to share in public burdens. (Head 1995: 74)

In these villages, men who owned farms (and, occasionally, their widows)
qualified as citizens. Hired hands, servants, and children need not apply.
Europe’s many rural variants on this pattern fell far short of broad, equal,
protected, mutually binding consultation.

Some religious sects, especially those in pietist and primitive Chris-
tian traditions, practiced a sort of democracy within their congrega-
tions. Whether they pooled property or not, members treated each other
as equals, rotated responsibility for parish affairs, subjected their con-
duct to community discipline, and organized general assemblies to make
collective decisions (MacCulloch 2003). In the Nordic countries, reli-
gious congregations blossomed with associations that operated more
or less democratically and became nuclei for reformist movements long
before ordinary people had much right to associate elsewhere in Europe;
church-backed associations then became models for secular action as
well (Lundqvist 1977; Öhngren 1974; Seip 1974, 1981; Stenius 1987;
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Wåhlin 1986). It seems likely that the prevalence of such reformist asso-
ciations in 18th-century Norway, Denmark, Sweden, and Finland set the
background for the precocious development of social movements and
democratic institutions in the North.

Well before the 18th century, Europe’s revolutionary mobilizations
(especially those tinged with pietist and primitive Christian traditions)
sometimes broadcast visions of collective consent and radical egalitari-
anism. In England, although neither Catholics nor Anglicans tended to
warm themselves at democratic fires, a variety of dissenting Protestants,
including Quakers and Congregationalists, pressed for egalitarian pro-
grams. Some called for rule by a parliament elected through manhood
suffrage. Quakers went a step beyond by instituting rough equality of
women and men within their congregations.

Inside Oliver Cromwell’s revolutionary New Model Army, radicals
established representation by elected men tellingly called Agitators. Dur-
ing the great Putney debates of the army’s General Council (October–
November 1647), Cromwell’s son-in-law Henry Ireton defended the case
for authoritarian control in the face of emergency. Colonel Thomas Rain-
borough replied to Ireton’s challenge in strikingly democratic, if still very
masculine, terms:

Really I think that the poorest he that is in England hath a life to live as the greatest
he; and therefore truly, sir, I think it’s clear, that every man that is to live under a
government ought first by his own consent to put himself under that government;
and I do think that the poorest man in England is not at all bound in a strict
sense to that government that he hath not had a voice to put himself under. And
I . . . doubt whether he was an Englishman or no that should doubt of these things.
(Gentles 1992: 209)

At the same time Levellers in the army and in London were circulating a
radical call for a written constitution, an Agreement of the People. The
Agreement included electoral redistribution of parliamentary seats in pro-
portion to population, biennial parliamentary elections, and supremacy
of the Commons (Gentles 2001: 150). Levellers claimed to speak for the
English people. But, of course, they lost.

A century or so later, democratic revolutionaries were starting to win.
The American Revolution (1765–1783) began with resistance to royal
taxes and commercial controls imposed by the British crown in an attempt
to redress some of its massive financial losses during the Seven Years
War (1756–1763). But, organizing especially around the theme of no tax-
ation without representation, American revolutionaries soon turned to
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democratic programs. They not only organized Committees of Correspon-
dence linking resistance to arbitrary British power across the colonies, but
they demanded rights of representation from the King and the Parliament.
What is more, opponents of arbitrary rule within Great Britain itself, such
as Thomas Paine and John Wilkes, joined their cause. They began articu-
lating doctrines of popular sovereignty (Brewer 1980, Morgan 1988, Tilly
1995, chapter 4).

During the later 18th century, we also see the emergence of concerted
demands for broad participation in Dutch local and provincial govern-
ment. R. R. Palmer’s influential Age of the Democratic Revolution (1959,
1964) bracketed the Dutch Patriot Revolt of the 1780s with the American
Revolution as significant representatives of the democratic-revolutionary
current. Dutch forces joined indirectly in the wars of the American Revo-
lution, taking a severe beating from superior British naval power. As the
disastrous naval engagements continued, a sort of pamphlet war broke
out within the Netherlands. Supporters of the Prince of Orange attacked
the leaders of Amsterdam and its province Holland as the opposing
Patriots (based especially in Holland) replied in kind; each blamed the
other for the country’s parlous condition.

Drawing explicitly on the American example, Patriots called for a
(preferably peaceful) revolution. During the 1780s petition campaigns
began in earnest: first demanding recognition of John Adams as a legal
representative of that contested entity, the United States of America,
then proposing remedies to a whole series of domestic political prob-
lems. Citizens’ committees (possibly modeled on American committees of
correspondence) soon began to form along with citizens’ militias across
Holland’s towns. In a highly segmented political system, their incessant
pressure on local and regional authorities actually worked.

Between 1784 and 1787, Patriot factions managed to install new, less
aristocratic constitutions in a number of Dutch cities, and even in a whole
province, Overijssel. The Prince of Orange and his followers, however,
still disposed of two crucial advantages: British financial support and
military backing from the Prince’s brother-in-law, King Frederick William
of Prussia. Late in 1787, a Prussian invasion broke the Dutch Patriot
Revolution (te Brake 1989, 1990; Schama 1977).

After France declared war on Britain and the Netherlands in 1793,
Francophile Patriots revived their opposition. A French invasion of 1795
installed the so-called Batavian Republic, in which an elected national
assembly ruled from 1796 to 1798, until a French army coup drove out
the radical democrats. From then to the end of the Napoleonic Wars, the
Netherlands operated first as a nominally independent kingdom under
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Napoleon’s brother Louis, then as an integral region of an undemocratic
France. Although American democrats won, Dutch democrats lost. Seri-
ous democratization did not begin again in the Netherlands until the 19th
century.

French Democratization and De-Democratization, 1600–2006

Dutch experience between the 1780s and the 1830s teaches an important
lesson. Even during its recent history, democracy has been a precarious and
reversible form of rule. To see the recency, precariousness, and reversibil-
ity of democracy, we might inspect the history of France since 1600.
Here I can draw on a lifetime’s work in French political history (espe-
cially Shorter and Tilly 1974; Tilly 1964, 1986, 1993, chapter 5, 2004,
chapter 4). France offers a fascinating challenge to common explanations
of democratization and de-democratization. It emphatically refutes any
notion of democratization as a gradual, deliberated, irreversible process
or as a handy set of political inventions a people simply locks into place
when it is ready. On the contrary, it displays the crucial importance of
struggle and shock for both democracy and its reversals.

Following the North American and Dutch revolutions of the previous
two decades, the early French Revolution (1789–1793) established one of
history’s most influential models of national democratic government. In
an Athenian gesture that Machiavelli might well have deplored, the early
revolutionaries replaced the sovereign king and his council with a parlia-
ment elected by citizens at large. Only through vast experimentation and
struggle, including civil wars, did they work their way back to a central
executive, with Napoleon’s rise to power from 1799 onward its culmina-
tion (Woloch 1970, 1994). Under Napoleon’s rule, moreover, democracy
declined as state capacity rose.

By no means did Napoleon’s authoritarian regime bring the end of
struggles and reversals. (For compact summaries of French constitutional
regimes and elections, see Caramani 2000: 292–373, 2003: 146–148.)
During the 19th century, France not only returned to the (more or less
constitutional) Restoration and July monarchies from 1815 to 1848, but
then underwent another democratic revolution before moving back into
an authoritarian regime (1851–1870) under Louis Napoleon Bonaparte. A
relatively peaceful and relatively democratic revolution (1870) preceded a
year of struggle with and within the Communes of Paris and other major
cities.

The Communes bring us only to the halfway point between the
great revolution of the 1790s and the French regime we know today. A
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long-lived Third Republic (relatively democratic except for the exclusion
of women) took shape during the 1870s and lasted until the Nazi occupa-
tion of 1940. Not until the conclusion of major postwar struggles (1944–
1947), however, did contemporary France’s more or less continuously
democratic regime lock into place. Finally (1945) women acquired the
rights to vote and hold elective office in France. (Even then we might con-
sider the fierce Algerian civil war of 1954–1962 and Charles de Gaulle’s
war-induced return to power in 1958 to count as a democratic reces-
sion, and think of the vast mobilizations against de Gaulle in 1968 as yet
another crisis of democracy.) Depending on how we count lesser reversals,
between 1789 and the present, France underwent at least four substantial
periods of democratization, but also at least three substantial periods of
de-democratization.

Let us return to our capacity-democracy regime space for greater clar-
ity. By democracy, we still mean the extent to which the regime features
broad, equal, protected, binding consultation of citizens with respect to
state actions. By state capacity, we still mean the extent to which inter-
ventions of state agents in existing non-state resources, activities, and
interpersonal connections alter existing distributions of those resources,
activities, and interpersonal connections as well as relations among those
distributions. In these terms, Figure 2-1 traces France’s complex trajec-
tory from 1600 to the present. Despite its many turns, the graph actually
simplifies greatly, in ways that bear on the rest of our analysis. Take, for
example, the middle of the 17th century. At 1600 the graph properly por-
trays France at a low point of both democracy and state capacity as it
emerged shattered from the 16th century’s titanic Wars of Religion. Pre-
cious little breadth, equality, protection, mutually binding consultation,
or state capacity existed in the battered kingdom. Capacity then recovered
somewhat under aggressive kings, with no move toward anything faintly
resembling democracy for the bulk of French people.

The period from 1648 to 1653 brought a France that had partly recov-
ered from anarchy under kings Henry IV and Louis XIII back into the
same anarchic zone of low capacity and minimal democracy. The civil
wars of the Fronde split France repeatedly. The young Louis XIV and his
advisors only started to regain control of vast regions during the mid-
1650s, and managed to subdue large areas of Protestant autonomy within
the self-declared Catholic state beginning in the 1680s.

It will not help us much to follow every squiggle and turn of French
political history from 1600 to the present. Here are the main messages to
draw from the diagram:
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figure 2-1. Trajectory of French National Regimes, 1600–2006

� Over the first half of the 17th century the French regime stayed entirely
out of democratic territory but gained and lost capacity at a dizzying
pace.

� Only when the king and his close allies were able to subdue or buy off
their largely autonomous rivals within the country did state capacity
increase significantly; rebellions and demands led by regional magnates
repeatedly reversed the growth of capacity.

� During the second half of the same century the consolidating rule of
Louis XIV built up capacity enormously, at the expense of an even
greater retreat from anything resembling democracy; regional power
holders and enclaves lost autonomy massively.

� No major change of direction occurred until the Revolution of 1789,
when France began an extraordinary experiment with democratic
forms.
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� Soon, however, revolutionaries’ efforts to combat both domestic and
foreign enemies led to a new buildup of capacity at the expense of
democracy.

� From the end of the Napoleonic Wars (1814) to the end of World War II,
the country veered constantly between spurts of democratization and
de-democratization; state capacity usually headed upward in either
phase.

� During the postwar period, France built a high-capacity democratic
state that (at least so far) does not seem to be reversing its direction
significantly.

A high-capacity democratic state? Compared to Jamaica and Kazakhstan,
the contemporary French state exercises significantly more control over
the people, resources, and activities within its territory. Despite – or rather
because of – incessant struggle over rights and obligations, French citizens
exercise fairly broad and equal rights vis-à-vis the state. They exercise
extensive citizenship. Through elections, polls, the press, social move-
ments, and direct contact with officials, they engage in mutually bind-
ing consultation over matters of public politics. Although French citizens
often complain about “insecurity,” on the whole they receive far more
protection from arbitrary state action than their Jamaican and (espe-
cially) their Kazakh counterparts. Those institutions only came into being
through two centuries of conflict-filled changes in French public politics.

Box 2-1 provides another look at the same set of changes. I have
counted as a “revolutionary situation” every juncture in French history
from 1648 to the present in which some group bearing arms and receiv-
ing support from substantial groups of citizens controlled major national
regions and/or significant segments of the state apparatus for a month or
more. (A revolutionary outcome, in this perspective, involves an actual
transfer of power from existing rulers to a new ruling bloc.) The chronol-
ogy adds an element that was missing in my earlier account: repeated
rebellions up to the scale of revolutionary situations arose in reaction to
Louis XIV’s ultimately successful expansion of state capacity during the
latter half of the 17th century.

Much of the royal effort during that half-century went into raising new
taxes to support the central administrative apparatus and, especially, its
pursuit of war. Major rebellions typically began with scattered resistance
to taxation, but then consolidated into much more sustained opposition
under the leadership of regional power holders. The fierce Camisard rebel-
lions of 1702 to 1706 marked an exception: they resulted from Louis XIV’s
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BOX 2-1. Revolutionary Situations within Metropolitan France,
1648–2006

1648–1653 The Fronde

1655–1657 Tardanizat Rebellion (Guyenne)

1658 Sabotiers Rebellion (Sologne)

1661–1662 Bénauge Rebellion (Guyenne)

1662 Lustucru Rebellion (Boulonnais)

1663 Audijos Rebellion (Gascony)

1663–1672 Angelets guerrilla warfare (Roussillon)

1675 Papier Timbré, Bonnets Rouges (or Torrében) rebellions
(Brittany)

1702–1706 Camisard rebellions of Cévennes and Languedoc

1768–1769 Corsican Rebellion

1789–1799 Multiple French revolutions and counter-revolutions

1815 Hundred Days

1830 July Revolution

1848 French Revolution

1851 Louis Napoleon coup d’état, insurrection

1870 State collapse, German occupation, republican revolutions

1870–1871 Multiple Communes

1944–1945 Resistance and Liberation

attempt to stamp out Protestant pockets of faith and autonomy. In either
case, the king and his increasingly formidable military forces fed state
capacity by driving down resistance to central rule. By the 18th century’s
start, the French crown had become Europe’s mightiest.

Nonetheless, fully revolutionary situations continued into the 18th cen-
tury and accelerated during the 19th. The country did not escape massive,
if intermittent, fragmentation of state control over its people, resources,
and territory until the end of World War II. If we extend the count of revo-
lutionary situations from Metropolitan France to overseas territories, the
Algerian and Vietnamese wars would greatly extend the period of threat-
ened revolutionary disruption. Even more than the capacity-democracy
diagram, the chronology shows to what extent French democratization
resulted from revolutionary struggle.
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What, then, does this turbulent history from 1600 to the present
require us to explain? Three main features of French experience with
democratization and de-democratization cry out for analysis. First, before
1789 the regime never came close to democratic territory. Yet from
that point onward it repeatedly produced relatively democratic forms of
government; why the big switch? Second, despite France’s revolutionary
start, major reversals of democratization occurred multiple times, quite
rapidly each time. What accounts for the faster pace of de-democratization
than of democratization? Third, political shocks such as the wide-ranging
revolution of 1848 and the devastating loss of the Franco-Prussian War
played a disproportionate part in accelerations of French democratiza-
tion. What connects democratization to revolution and other shocks?

The first question directs our attention to how regime-citizen interac-
tion was changing before 1789. As we will see in detail later, increases in
state capacity vary wildly from regime to regime in the extent to which
they involve bargaining with citizens for state-operating resources that
the citizens already control. At one extreme, the people who run mineral-
rich states of our own time need bargain very little with their citizens if
the state itself dominates the extraction of oil, gold, diamonds, or other
precious goods.

At the other extreme, in a fundamentally agrarian economy increases
in capacity only occur through direct delivery of agricultural products
or their monetary proceeds to the state. Establishing that delivery nec-
essarily engages the state in bargaining with whoever controls the land
and in creating institutions that actually deliver agricultural proceeds.
In between the two extremes, we find states based on highly commer-
cialized economies – the Netherlands offers a crucial case – in which
rulers cannot simply run off with the goods but need not bargain much
with peasants and their landlords either. In such economies, bargains with
merchants generally produce enough consent to keep the state enterprise
going (Adams 2005, Tilly 1992). Hence the crucial importance of mer-
chant oligarchies to Europe’s systems of semi-democratic rule.

Extensive bargaining of this sort sets conditions for democratization
in two crucial ways: by making rulers depend on widespread compli-
ance from their citizens and by laying down rights and obligations that
amount to mutually binding consultation. At the same time, it makes
de-democratization possible as well: compliance by one group of citizens
regularly harms the interests of elites who have previously maintained
themselves by drawing resources and support from those same citizens.
Landlords often lose when states win. This insight leads us to look for
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major shifts in state-citizen bargaining over state-sustaining resources as
causes of a regime’s entry into democratic struggle – not only in France,
but all over the world.

The second question – why de-democratization generally occurs more
rapidly than democratization – opens up a whole new perspective. As
Figure 2-1 has already shown us, France did make spectacularly rapid
moves into democratic territory after 1789, during 1848, and at the end
of World War II. In those cases, struggle between rulers and ruled had
already been going on for some time: interlocking contests over revenues,
rights, and autonomies of semi-representative institutions before 1789;
continuous battles between the crown and its opponents during the 1830s
and 1840s; and resistance to the German occupation and the Vichy puppet
state during the later years of World War II.

In each case, de-democratization occurred much faster than the pre-
vious or subsequent democratization. In all of these cases, furthermore,
large popular mobilizations preceded democratization’s acceleration. In
the cases of reversal, major splits in the ruling coalition precipitated dras-
tic action by segments of those coalitions to retain or restore their power.
In short, rapid de-democratization resulted not from popular disaffection
with democracy but chiefly from elite defection.

Looking at 20th-century reversals of democracy, Nancy Bermeo makes
a parallel, if narrower, observation:

Though citizen passivity made the dismantling of democracy easier, it is undeni-
able that the democracies studied here were brought down by their own political
elites. Elite actions followed a range of trajectories. At one extreme, politicians
(and sometimes monarchs) chose dictatorship deliberately. They either became
dictators themselves, or they knowingly made anti-democratic figures head of
government. At another extreme, political elites brought on dictatorship through
their own ineptitude: they made a series of errors that produced a coup coalition.
Their errors were surprisingly similar, despite the great variation in our cases: they
always produced a coup coalition including military elites. (Bermeo 2003: 237)

Except for Iberia, Latin America, and the Balkans, “coup coalitions
including military elites” played smaller parts in democracy’s reversals
before the 20th century than they did between 1900 and the 1980s. As
distinguished from merely authoritarian rulers, furthermore, “dictators”
did not come into their own until the 20th century. Nevertheless, Bermeo’s
observation generalizes nicely: from the 19th century onward, holders of
power who found democratization threatening disengaged much more
readily from semi-democratic and democratic compacts than did ordi-
nary people.
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That brings us to the third question: the association of accelerated
democratization with revolution and other shocks. Eventually we will
see that not only revolution but also domestic confrontations, military
conquest, and colonization maintain distinctive connections with democ-
ratization, not by any means bringing democracy automatically but often
accelerating democratization where some of its elements were already in
motion. For later investigation, let us entertain the hypothesis that such
shocks matter because all of them undermine self-reproducing systems
of control over states and thereby weaken the elites that have the most
to lose from democratization. They open up room in which ordinary
people can negotiate consent to newly emerging systems of rule. On the
whole, ordinary people have something to gain from democratization and
a lot to lose from de-democratization. France’s ordinary people repeatedly
learned that lesson the hard way.

Waves of Democratization

As evidenced by such points as France’s revolution of 1848, democrati-
zation and de-democratization do not usually occur just one regime at a
time. During the middle of the 19th century, Belgium, Hungary, Germany,
Bohemia, Austria, Italy, and Switzerland all experienced revolutionary
bids for democracy, most of which were quickly reversed. Adjacent and
connected regimes influence one another. John Markoff, from whose
book Waves of Democracy I have adapted this section’s heading, puts it
this way:

During a democratic wave, the organization of governments is altered – sometimes
by peaceful reform, sometimes by dramatic overthrow – in ways that are widely
held to be more democratic. During such a democratic wave, there is a great deal
of discussion of the virtues of democracy, social movements often demand more
democracy, and people in positions of authority proclaim their democratic inten-
tions. During antidemocratic waves, governments are transformed in ways that
are widely held to be undemocratic, social movements proclaim their intention to
do away with democracy, and government figures proudly express their hostility
to democracy. (Markoff 1996b: 1–2)

How can we identify such waves concretely? Whether they follow con-
stitutional, substantive, procedural, or process-oriented definitions of
democracy, most people who study multiple cases of democratization and
de-democratization simplify their work with a straightforward device.
They identify a threshold, placing non-democracy on one side and
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democracy on the other, then ask when, how, under what conditions, and
why regimes cross the threshold in either direction. They adopt a proce-
dural standard. (Even process-oriented Markoff uses presence or absence
of different kinds of voting rights as his chief sorting device.) Although
from time to time I will flatly call a regime democratic or undemocratic,
that device will not serve this book’s explanatory purposes well.

Why not? First, because we are not trying to explain yes-no switches
between undemocratic and democratic conditions. We are trying to
explain degrees and changes of democracy. Second, because to do so we
must look at a broad range of processes: from those that would move a
country like Kazakhstan toward a more democratic regime to those that
would introduce yet another reversal into France’s long-term democrati-
zation. For our purposes, it will work much better to identify substantial
periods and places in which significant movement anywhere along the
undemocracy-democracy dimension was occurring and to ask what was
going on during those periods.

Pursuing rather different purposes, Tatu Vanhanen has provided us
with a first rough handle on the problem. Vanhanen has computed an
“index of democratization” by decade from 1850 to 1979 for a large
number of countries. The index multiplies 1) the share of the vote that all
parties, except the largest party, received in national elections by 2) the
proportion of the total population voting. Thus, from 1901 to 1909, when
smaller Australian parties took 61.8 percent of the vote and 18.9 percent
of the population voted, Australia’s index became 61.8% × 18.9% = an
index of democratization of 11.7.

By adopting Vanhanen’s numbers, I have of course returned to the pro-
cedural criterion of voting. The measure tells us nothing about changes
in protection, merely gestures at breadth and equality, and only bears
on mutually binding consultation indirectly. It neglects lower levels of
democratization, those that usually appear before the full-scale national
electoral systems on which Vanhanen concentrates. The handle is crude,
like knotted string that lifts a fragile appliance. Yet, extended over sev-
eral decades, it at least indicates where and when major expansions of
competitive electoral activity were occurring.

I have divided Vanhanen’s data into three panels: 1850 to 1899, 1900
to 1949, and 1950 to 1979. During the period from 1850 to 1899, the
United States absents itself from the list; it had already passed through
major periods of democratization, by this index, before 1850. Canada,
likewise absent, remained a cluster of British colonies until 1867, but
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BOX 2-2. Sites of Relatively Rapid Democratization, 1850–1979

1850–1899

Asia-Pacific: None

Europe: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Greece, Italy,
Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland,
United Kingdom

Americas: Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Dominican Republic, Ecuador,
Uruguay

Africa: None

1900–1949

Asia-Pacific: Australia, Japan, New Zealand

Europe: Austria, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Romania,
Russia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom

Americas: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa
Rica, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Honduras,
Mexico, Panama, Peru, United States, Uruguay

Africa: Egypt

1950–1979

Asia-Pacific: India, Israel, Lebanon, South Korea, Thailand, Turkey

Europe: Greece, Portugal, Spain

Americas: Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru, Venezuela

Africa: Egypt, Morocco, Zambia

Source: Vanhanen 1997: 251–271

the newly unified regime then entered dominion status with compara-
tively democratic institutions, which changed relatively little across the
rest of the 19th century. During the same period, in contrast, almost all
of Africa lay under colonial rule, and the Asia-Pacific region was divided
into colonies and regimes that showed little or no signs of democratiza-
tion. In short, if we want to look for democratizing processes during the
latter half of the 19th century, we should fix our gaze on Western Europe
and Latin America.
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During the half-century from 1900 to 1949, expansion of suffrage –
especially female suffrage – brings a number of older democracies, includ-
ing the United States and Canada, back onto the list. But increases in
Vanhanen’s index also register the experimentation with democracy that
accelerated in Europe – with many, many reversals – after the devasta-
tion of World War I. Europe and the Americas continue to dominate the
map of democratization. But we see democracy moving east and south
within Europe and expanding in scope within Latin America. We even see
glimmers of democratization in Japan and Egypt.

The three decades after 1949 actually feature fewer cases of substan-
tial democratization than the previous half-century. Yet these decades
show a significant shift in the geography and character of democrati-
zation. Military regimes continued to rise and fall in Latin America,
but Latin American countries increasingly moved toward relatively
democratic civilian rule. Within Europe, similarly, Greece, Portugal, and
Spain provide the main sites of renewed democratization, all of them
involving increased subordination of the military to civilian authority.
Although Latin American regimes continue to figure prominently, we
now also see spurts of democratization in both Asia and Africa. The
decline of European and Japanese colonialism opened up new opportuni-
ties for democracy outside its long-established homes in the Americas and
Europe.

Since 1850, democratization has clearly arrived in waves, with Western
Europe leading the first wave, then rejoining the wave from 1900 to 1949.
After that, Latin America began a third wave as Asia and Africa began to
move toward democracy. Because Vanhanen’s statistics terminate in 1979,
the chronology stops short of showing how rapidly further democratiza-
tion proceeded in post-colonial areas after that point (Bratton and van
de Walle 1997, Diamond 1999, Geddes 1999, Lafargue 1996, Markoff
2005, Przeworski et al. 2000, Whitehead 2002). A Freedom House
inventory of transitions from authoritarian rule since 1979 lists these
regimes as having moved into “free” territory (Karatnyky and Ackerman
2005):

Asia-Pacific: Mongolia, Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand
Europe: Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia,

Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Serbia-Montenegro, Slovakia, Slovenia
Americas: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, El Salvador, Guyana, Mexico,

Panama, Peru, Uruguay
Africa: Benin, Cape Verde, Ghana, Mali, Senegal, South Africa
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The listing reminds us of Europe’s enormous surge of democratization
as the region’s state socialist regimes collapsed in 1989 and thereafter;
more on those changes in a moment. It also calls attention to continu-
ing democratization (now looking more definitive than before) in Latin
America. But most notably it identifies Asia and Africa as zones in which
significant democratization began to occur after 1979.

The chronology tells us something even more important. Its lessons par-
allel those we have already drawn from France’s long oscillation between
democracy and undemocracy. Large clusters of regimes moved from long
periods of unavailability for democratic change to volatile movement
back and forth between democratization and de-democratization. Take,
for example, the European period from 1900 to 1949, during which 17
regimes underwent at least one period of accelerated democratization. Of
those 17, 12 – Austria, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy,
Portugal, Romania, Russia, Spain, and (if we count the Nazi occupation)
the Netherlands – also underwent even more rapid de-democratization at
least once.

European regimes became much more available for both democrati-
zation and de-democratization than they were in the 18th century. Latin
American regimes became similarly available for movement in both direc-
tions once they declared independence from Spain during the 19th cen-
tury’s first decades. History threw a parallel switch with the decoloniza-
tion of Asia and Africa after World War II. The Philippines, Thailand,
and Senegal, for example, all look like recent democracies that could well
move back into de-democratization, because powerful elites feel the threat
of further democracy. We will obviously have to look more closely at the
timing, location, and operation of such historical switches.

This evidence echoes another conclusion from French experience:
once a regime has entered the volatile zone of democratization and de-
democratization, on the whole, moves away from democracy occur more
rapidly, with less popular participation, and under greater elite influence
than moves toward democracy. Indeed, in recent transitions studied by
the Freedom House team, mainly nonviolent but massive popular mobi-
lizations against authoritarian regimes have increasingly pushed those
regimes toward democracy. In contrast, top-down attempts to reform
similar regimes have had much less effect (Karatnycky and Ackerman
2005). Think of Burma, China, Nepal, and Thailand, in all of which chal-
lenges to state power brought on massive repression and demobilization
(Schock 2005, chapters 4 and 5). Popular mobilizations often fail. In our
time, nevertheless, ordinary people are becoming increasingly involved in
pressing for democratization.
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Post-Socialist Democratization

Many of the most dramatic cases of popular mobilization against author-
itarian rulers occurred as democratic regimes emerged from the ruins of
the Soviet and Yugoslav socialist states. Consider Ukraine in 2004. The
rights-monitoring organization Human Rights Watch sets the scene in
December of that year:

For years, under the leadership of President [Leonid] Kuchma, the government
imposed ever stricter controls on media coverage, repeatedly sought to manip-
ulate electoral processes, and ignored widespread popular discontent. By doing
so, it has undermined legitimate avenues for people to express their grievances
in a meaningful way. The government’s blatant attempts to manipulate the pres-
idential vote in favor of Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovich – notwithstanding a
clear popular preference for opposition candidate Viktor Yushchenko – served to
convince many Ukrainians that mass street protests are their only hope of being
heard. (Human Rights Watch 2005: 441)

Kuchma’s agents poisoned Yushchenko with dioxin. Activists from nearby
states, human rights organizers from across the western world, and masses
of Ukrainians converged on the capital, Kiev. Citizens poured into the
streets. They sang and chanted through winter nights and blocked entry to
government buildings. They staged the Orange Revolution. The Ukrainian
protests followed similar episodes in Serbia during 2000 and in Georgia
during 2003. They belonged to a wave of popular protest against elec-
toral fraud that spread throughout the former Soviet Union and adjacent
regions.

None of those regimes qualified remotely as democratic in 1989. But
a great deal has changed since then. Figure 2-2 uses Freedom House rat-
ings on political rights and civil liberties to map the distribution of post-
socialist regimes in 2006. (Remember that 1 on political rights or civil
liberties is the highest possible score, 7 the lowest.) Roughly speaking,
political rights correspond to broad, equal, mutually binding consulta-
tion, whereas civil liberties refer especially to protection. The Freedom
House ratings thus provide information about the extent and direction of
post-socialist democratization since 1989.

As the figure shows, by no means did all post-socialist regimes move sig-
nificantly away from undemocratic politics. In the lower left-hand corner
of the diagram reside Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan,
and Russia, with Armenia and Kyrgyzstan not far away, ranking fifth on
political rights and fourth on civil liberties. Yet in the upper right-hand
corner – the highest possible rankings in both regards – we find the Czech
Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia.
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figure 2-2. Freedom House Ratings of Post-Socialist Regimes on Political Rights
and Civil Liberties, 2006
Source: Compiled from Freedom House 2006

Within 17 years of 1989, all of them had established recognizably demo-
cratic regimes.

However, not all post-socialist regimes headed for democracy (Bunce
2001; Fish 2001, 2005; Khazanov 1995; McFaul 1997; Suny 1993;
Tishkov 1997). Again using Freedom House measures, Figure 2-3 displays
trajectories of four post-socialist countries from 1991 to 2006. (Freedom
House first began treating Belarus, Croatia, Estonia, and Russia sepa-
rately from their preceding socialist federations in 1991.) According to
these ratings, each of the four countries passed through an early decline
of political rights and/or civil liberties. But after its civil war ended, say the
scores, Croatia took significant steps toward democracy. Estonia restricted
political rights at first, but made a U-turn as civil liberties increased and
then political rights expanded; even the regime’s mildly discriminatory
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figure 2-3. Freedom House Ratings of Four Post-Socialist Regimes, 1991–2006
Source: Compiled from Freedom House 2002, 2006

treatment of its substantial Russian minority did not keep Estonia from
a rating of 1,1 – in the company of Europe’s leading democracies.

Meanwhile, Russia and (especially) Belarus headed downward toward
fewer political rights and diminished civil liberties. In Russia, the Yeltsin-
Putin wars in the Northern Caucasus and the state’s silencing of opposi-
tion voices pulled the beleaguered country back from the partial democ-
ratization Mikhail Gorbachev had initiated during the 1980s. Yeltsin and
Putin concentrated their efforts on restoring the Russian state’s internal
capacity and external standing. They sacrificed civil liberties – or, more
generally, democracy – as they did so. Putin used the state’s control over
valuable stores of oil and gas to pry his government free of popular con-
sent. Inequalities of class and ethnicity became more salient in Russian
public politics; Russian citizens disconnected their tattered trust networks
even more definitively from public politics, as protection, breadth, equal-
ity, and mutually binding consultation diminished visibly (Fish 2005).
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Belarus slid even farther. Belarus president Aleksandr Lukashenka won
his office in a 1994 popular election as an anti-corruption watchdog.
But as soon as he had consolidated his hold on the office, Lukashenka
instituted censorship, smashed independent trade unions, fixed elections,
and subjugated the legislature, thus compromising the country’s previous
small democratic gains. He benefited greatly from Russian aid, especially
in the form of subsidized prices for Russian gas and oil. Like many an
authoritarian ruler across the contemporary world, Lukashenka could
avoid consulting his people by using mineral revenues to support state
capacity.

Lukashenka did not, however, neglect internal repression. According
to Kathleen Mihalisko,

Less than a year into his presidency, in April 1995, riot police acting on
Lukashenka’s orders beat up Popular Front deputies on the steps of the Supreme
Council, in what was a first manifestation of regime violence. Ever since, the spe-
cial interior ministry troops (OPMON) have become a most visible reminder of
how Lukashenka prefers to deal with critics, being used against peaceful demon-
strators with escalating brutality and frequency. In two years, the number of
security forces is estimated to have risen to about 180,000, or double the size of
the armed forces. (Mihalisko 1997: 237; see also Titarenko et al. 2001)

The use of specialized military forces to establish political control drew
on an old Eastern European repertoire. By the presidential elections of
2006, Lukashenka was taking no chances of a “color revolution” in the
style of Serbia, Georgia, and Ukraine. In fact, the head of Belarus’s KGB
justified repression by accusing the opposition “of planning to carry out
a coup after the voting on Sunday, supported by the United States and
Georgia” (Myers 2006: A3). Repression worked: only a few thousand
protesters showed up on election night, as the government announced
that Lukashenka had won 82.6 percent of the vote (Myers and Chivers
2006: A11). Although dwindling numbers of demonstrators continued to
brave the cold for the next few days, on the sixth day riot police swept up
the few hundred that remained (Myers and Chivers 2006). Post-socialist
regimes that de-democratized after 1991 teetered between dictatorship
and civil war.

Figure 2-3 reinforces a point that Figure 2-2 made visible. Regimes
crowd along the diagonal, generally receiving broadly similar scores for
political rights and civil liberties. When political rights and civil liberties
change in any particular regime, furthermore, they tend to change together
in the same direction – not in exact parallel, but in rough synchrony. In
this book’s terms, the installation of relatively broad, equal, and mutually
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binding popular consultation promotes the strengthening of protections
against arbitrary action by governmental agents. Expanded protection, in
its turn, promotes broader, more equal, more binding political participa-
tion. Not perfectly, as the erratic courses of Belarus, Russia, Estonia, and
Croatia tell us, but enough so that democratization arrives as a simul-
taneous increase in political rights and civil liberties. That increase, as
we have seen, often occurs with impressive rapidity in the aftermath of
intense conflict.

What’s to Explain?

We obviously have our explanatory work cut out for us. At least super-
ficially, the histories of democratization and de-democratization we have
surveyed lend themselves to completely contradictory explanations. We
might, for example, think of democracy as an idea that someone (the
Greeks?) invented, starting a centuries-long effort to implement the idea.
We might take an opposite tack, arguing that only the conditions of indus-
trial capitalism could support broad, equal, protective, and mutually bind-
ing political relations between states and citizens. We might also think
that competing models of government, once familiar to national elites,
attracted different sorts of ruling classes, and that some of these chose
dictatorship and others democracy. Call these three approaches to expla-
nation idealist, structuralist, and instrumentalist. You will have no trouble
finding examples of each one in the vast recent literature on democracy.1

When taken separately, none of the three approaches come close to
providing coherent explanations of the histories we have reviewed. In
each case, we find ourselves asking “How?” and “Why?” How did ideas
of democracy translate into concrete relations and practices? How did
industrial capitalism generate pressures for democratization? How did
self-interested rulers fashion democratic institutions? Why did it take so
long? “How” and “why” questions spring up at every step of our histor-
ical way.

1 For example, Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Alexander 2002; Andrews and Chapman
1995; Arblaster 1987; Boix 2003; Collier and Levitsky 1997; Collier 1999; Cruz 2005;
Dahl 1998; Diamond et al. 2004; Di Palma 1990; Engelstad and Østerud 2004; Geddes
1999; Gurr, Jaggers, and Moore 1990; Held 1996; Hoffmann 2003; Huntington 1991;
Kurzman 1998; Lijphart 1999; Linz and Stepan 1996; Markoff 1996b; Morlino 2003;
O’Donnell 1999; Ortega Ortiz 2001; Przeworski et al. 2000; Putnam, Leonardi, and
Nanetti 1993; Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1992; Skocpol 2004; Sørensen 1998,
Whitehead 2002; Yashar 1997.
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Here is my claim: it will take a thoroughgoing process-oriented analysis
of democratization and de-democratization to provide coherent answers
to such questions. Available idealist, structuralist, and instrumentalist
accounts of democracy do not offer adequate answers. We must dig much
deeper into political processes. Later chapters will emphasize three kinds
of political processes, those that alter relations between state-citizen inter-
actions and 1) interpersonal trust networks, 2) categorical inequalities,
and 3) autonomous power centers. They will also examine the effects of
shocks such as domestic confrontation, revolution, conquest, and colo-
nization in activating and accelerating those processes.

Looking closely at the effects of such shocks, furthermore, will clarify
the extent to which popular struggle (rather than leaders’ wise political
deliberation) advances democratization. Before excavating our answers,
however, we need a still clearer map of the terrain to be explored. The next
chapter takes us much farther into the actual processes of democratization
and de-democratization. This further exploration will equip us to examine
how and why those fundamental processes occur.
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Democratization and De-Democratization

Let’s start with a really hard case: India. Since independence in 1947,
India has occupied a position somewhere within the high-capacity, high-
democracy quadrant of our capacity-democracy space. Both capacity and
democracy have fluctuated somewhat over the sixty years, but in general
India’s national regime has resembled that of Canada, say, more than
that of Jamaica or Kazakhstan. This country of 1.1 billion inhabitants
nevertheless poses problems for any analysis of democratization and de-
democratization. Those problems arise in a number of different ways:

� Despite extensive poverty and inequality among its people, the Indian
economy is becoming one of the world’s great makeweights.

� Its 25 states – many of them larger and more populous than most
European states – vary enormously in wealth, social composition, and
political character.

� Its public politics regularly features vivid displays of religiously tinged
ritual.

� Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, and other religious militants all intermittently
massacre one another and attack one another’s sacred symbols.

� Around the country’s edges (for example, in Kashmir and in the ethni-
cally fragmented northeast) separatist groups regularly use armed force
to attack government personnel and state security personnel regularly
employ brutal repression.

� In the country’s central regions Maoist guerrillas (commonly called
Naxalites), who have some political presence in about a quarter of all
Indian political districts, likewise use lethal means to massacre govern-
ment forces and uncooperative villagers.

51
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� Since independence in 1947 the regime has careened between emergen-
cies and moments of accommodation.

� Finally, India remains by far the world’s most populous democratic
regime.

How can we possibly make sense of all this complexity?
News reports from India often portray the country as trembling at the

edge of sectarian collapse. It was not always so. Independent India came
into being in 1947 as partition from Pakistan left the country a predom-
inantly Hindu population. (These days about 80 percent of Indians are
at least nominally Hindu and another 12 percent are Muslim.) The new
regime, headed by Jawaharlal Nehru, inherited a disciplined civil service
and an effective army from its British colonial overlords. In both regards,
the state could count on high capacity. Unlike its neighbor Pakistan, fur-
thermore, Nehru’s regime kept its military under effective civilian control.
The regime’s leaders came largely from the same group of elites that had
used British-style contentious politics to win independence from Britain:
people from well-heeled families in the upper castes, often educated in
Britain.

Post-colonial India also inherited a federal system that accommodated
the enormous diversity among the regions that Britain had assembled as
subunits of government as it pursued its colonial conquests. Under nor-
mal conditions, the states retained substantial powers and responsibilities,
although the central government and courts could restrict those powers
in emergencies. Vast patron-client networks (notably within different seg-
ments of the Congress Party) connected most parts of India to the center.

However, for all its centralized organization, even the vaunted civil
service could not remain immune to political and financial influence. On
the contrary, India’s system of frequent transfers from one position to
another brought political and financial pressure to bear on every transfer:
Regional politicians balanced between rewarding their clients with better
posts and taking payments for award of more attractive assignments,
while civil servants themselves jockeyed for positions that advanced their
careers, accommodated their kin, or provided larger opportunities for
payoffs (de Zwart 1994).

Veteran observer Myron Weiner commented wryly:

Though a comparison between the old Soviet nomenklatura and India’s political
and administrative elites would not be apt given the openness of India’s system
of elite recruitment, it should be noted that those who exercise political power in
India belong to a highly privileged class. Government officials are given virtually
rent-free housing, low-interest loans, privileged access for their children to special
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governmental schools, priority seats on planes and trains, the private use of gov-
ernment vehicles, government-financed medical care, and good pensions. In the
era of state regulation of the economy officials controlled the allocation of foreign
exchange, the distribution of a wide variety of commodities including steel, coal,
paper, and fertilizers, and determined what could and could not be imported.
There was an elaborate system of patronage jointly controlled by elected politi-
cians and officials that determined who got electric power, tube wells, schools,
district colleges, railway stations, irrigation works, roads, bus lines, health center
and jobs in government. Voters turned to politicians when they needed admission
into a government hospital, or admission for their children into a local college.
(Weiner 2001: 204)

Indian politicians were operating a classic patron-client system (for par-
allels, see, e.g., Auyero 2001, Bax 1976, Bearman 1993, Kettering 1993,
Montgomery 1998, Schmidt et al. 1977, Willerton 1992).

Indeed, it may well have become the world’s biggest patron-client sys-
tem. Rajiv Gandhi himself complained in 1985 that “millions of ordinary
Congress workers are handicapped, for on their backs ride the brokers of
power and influence, who dispense patronage to convert a mass move-
ment into a feudal oligarchy – corruption is not only tolerated – but [is]
even regarded as a hallmark of leadership” (Kohli 1990: 5). The federal
structure, furthermore, promoted the elaboration of parallel patronage
networks at the level of each state (Manor 2004). Often a state’s politics
crystallized in opposition to those of the center. Nehru presided over a
complex, delicately balanced political regime.

Despite almost immediate war with Pakistan over Kashmir and the
assassination of liberation leader Mohandas Gandhi by a Hindu extremist
(both in 1948), Nehru managed to contain sectarian conflict until his
death in 1964. Relying on Nehru’s prestige and political apparatus, as
embodied in the Congress Party, his daughter Indira Gandhi became prime
minister in 1966.

Indira Gandhi’s nearly two decades in power coincided with, and to
some extent caused, a deep shift in the character of India’s public politics.
Under Nehru, ethnic and religious zealots had little room to maneuver,
whereas advocates for the poor and oppressed had great leverage. Raka
Ray and Mary Fainsod Katzenstein speak of:

the dramatic swing from the early post-Independence symbiosis of state, party,
and movement organized around democratic socialism on the left to its unraveling
in the mid 1960s through the 1980s and the ascendance of its institutional mirror
image on the right, the similarly synergistic nexus of state, party, and movement
now organized, however, around religious nationalism and the market. (Ray and
Katzenstein 2005: 3)
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Once state founder Nehru disappeared from the scene, new forms of
division and struggle emerged in India. The seamy web that held state,
Congress, and far-reaching patron-client chains together began to tear
(Kohli 1994).

Gandhi and her family certainly had less luck (or skill) than her father in
managing religious and ethnic militants. Gandhi’s own Sikh bodyguards
assassinated her in 1984. In 1991, a suicide bomber acting on behalf of Sri
Lanka’s Tamil nationalists blew up her son and successor Rajiv Gandhi.
Up to that point, Nehru’s Congress had usually dominated the national
parliament and served as the principal channel of government patron-
age. After Rajiv Gandhi’s death, his Italian-born widow Sonia reluctantly
became the head of the fragmented Congress Party. The party faltered.
In the parliamentary elections of 1996, the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) emerged as the Indian parliament’s largest single voting
bloc.

By 1998, a new general election gave the BJP its first chance to win con-
trol over the government. During the run-up to the election, the normally
sober New York Times reported that:

Whatever way the election goes, few Indians doubt that it will represent a historical
turning point – made all the more poignant by Mrs. Gandhi’s involvement and
the coincidence of the election occurring in the 50th anniversary year of India’s
independence. If the Hindu nationalists win, their critics say, it will be a rejection of
much India has stood for in its first half-century as a free nation. (Burns 1998: Y6)

As it turned out, the BJP surged ahead and formed a coalition government.
It could not and did not, however, turn immediately to the programs of
Hindu nationalism. It remained too busy simply keeping its hands on the
levers of power. India certainly continued to struggle, but the country did
not collapse. Somehow since independence, and perhaps long before, the
Indian national state and its citizens have never fallen far from relatively
broad, equal, protected, and mutually binding consultation. Even sensa-
tional displays of Hindu nationalism, civil war in Kashmir, and unending
insurgency did not dislodge India from relatively high-capacity democ-
racy. We might regard India either as a miracle or as a conundrum.

Puzzling India illustrates four problems for this chapter. First, given the
sheer complexity of such an entity as India, how can we possibly place the
regime as a whole on the continuum from undemocracy to democracy?
Second, even if we can fix the regime’s location since 1947 somewhere in
high-capacity democratic territory, how can we identify India’s phases of
democratization and de-democratization? Third, having done so, can we



P1: KAE
0521877718c03 0 521 87771 8 Printer: cupusbw January 23, 2007 19:41

Democratization and De-Democratization 55

 
1 

       1972, 2006 
2         1975                   +     1977 

 

           

  3 

 
Political 
Rights

Civil Liberties

  
  4   

 1994 

  5

  6

 

  7 

       7  6       5   4   3   2              1

figure 3-1. India’s Freedom House Ratings, 1972–2006
Source: Compiled fromFreedom House 2002, 2005, 2006

discover any empirical regularities within the two opposite processes, not
only in India, but in the world as a whole? Fourth, having identified reg-
ularities in democratization and de-democratization, how do we explain
them? This chapter neglects the fourth question – explanation – in favor
of clarifying what we have to explain. It concentrates on measurement in
a broad sense of the word: not so much precise numbers as careful place-
ment of cases on analytically relevant continua. This placement makes it
possible to examine change within cases and variation across cases.

Freedom House can again help us specify what we have to explain.
Figure 3-1 traces India’s shifts with regard to political rights and civil
liberties since 1972, the beginning of Freedom House’s annual evaluations.
It dramatizes a series of major shifts:

1975: Accused of massive electoral fraud on behalf of Congress, Indira
Gandhi declares a state of emergency; during the emergency, the
government imprisons almost one thousand political opponents and



P1: KAE
0521877718c03 0 521 87771 8 Printer: cupusbw January 23, 2007 19:41

56 Democracy

imposes a program of compulsory birth control; Freedom House
maintains India’s political rights rating at 2, but drops it from 3 to
5 (quite low) on civil liberties.

1977: With partial relaxation of emergency regulations, Gandhi calls
a general election, but Congress loses badly and leaves power; Free-
dom House responds by moving India to a record high evaluation
of 2 on political rights and 2 on civil liberties.

1980: After a split in Congress, Gandhi returns to power, heading her
own segment of the party; Freedom House drops India’s rating on
civil liberties to 3.

1992: After Rajiv Gandhi’s assassination by a Tamil militant (1991)
and Hindu activists’ sensational destruction of a mosque in Ayo-
dhya, Uttar Pradesh, followed by Hindu-Muslim violence across
India (1992), the government steps up repressive measures; Free-
dom House lowers Indian ratings to 3 on political rights and 4 on
civil liberties; this move transfers India from the category Free to the
middle category Partly Free.

1994: Further Hindu-Muslim clashes (notably in Bombay and Cal-
cutta, 1993) kill 1,200 people; Freedom House lowers its estimate
of Indian political rights to a record low of 4, for a total score of 4,4.

1997: The massive electoral defeat of Congress (1996) throws national
politics into turmoil; Freedom House raises the Indian rating for
political rights to 2 (its most common score over these years) but
leaves civil liberties at 4.

1999: After the BJP forms its coalition government (1998), it under-
takes widely condemned nuclear tests, but also gestures toward peace
with Pakistan and holds back on anti-Muslim campaigns; comment-
ing that “Observers rated parliamentary elections in 1996, 1998,
and 1999 as the fairest in India’s history,” Freedom House returns
India to its most common evaluation – 2,3 – which transfers the
regime back into the Free category; India remains at that position
into 2006.

Figure 3-1’s flower shape reveals that Freedom House evaluations
of political rights and civil liberties (which usually do correlate and
change with each other) need not march in lockstep. According to the
democracy-rating agency, Indian political rights plummeted during the
Hindu-Muslim conflicts of the early 1990s but otherwise remained exten-
sive. Civil liberties (the diagram’s horizontal dimension) fluctuated much
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more, starting with Indira Gandhi’s repressive emergency measures of
1975. According to Freedom House scores, even the tightening of central
controls after the 1992 Ayodhya destruction and its bloody aftermath did
not match the repression of 1975.

Can we translate the Indian chronology since 1972 into the terms of
democratization and de-democratization? To do so, we must assume that
Freedom House’s measurement of political rights generally corresponds
to our evaluation of breadth, equality, and mutually binding consultation
and that its measurement of civil liberties generally corresponds to our
consideration of protection. In these terms, we can reasonably think of
1975 (the Indira Gandhi emergency) and 1991 to 1994 (Rajiv Gandhi
assassination, heightened Hindu-Muslim conflict, central government
repression) as periods of rapid de-democratization. The years following
each of these crises then count as slower periods of re-democratization.

At a scale unimaginable in any other existing democracy, the Indian
regime trembles as it feels the tension among three mighty forces: 1) the
formidable central power inherited from British colonial rule, reinforced
by separation from Pakistan, consolidated by Nehru, and staffed by a
powerful (if often venal) civil service; 2) the operation of immensely influ-
ential patronage networks, most obviously within the various branches
of the Congress; and 3) the combination of intensely combative and fissi-
parous politics at the local and regional scales (Ganguly 1999).

Although the second element – intricate patronage networks extending
from local to regional to national levels – lends India’s bottom-up politics
much of its complexity, from the top down national rulers generally work
to coordinate their uses of patronage with their control of administrative
power. As Paul Brass comments, this strategy produces a deep dilemma:

That dilemma is simply that it is impossible in such a diverse country within the
framework of a federal parliamentary system to maintain a stable structure of
national power for long. It is an extremely difficult, prolonged, and absorbing
task to build national power in the country and it begins to disintegrate at the
very point when it appears to have been consolidated. The task is so absorbing
that, even with the best will in the world, it is impossible for the national leaders to
focus their attentions on the goals of economic development and the fulfillment of
the basic needs of the people. Indeed, those goals themselves must be subordinated
to the imperative need of maintaining the power so laboriously constructed. (Brass
1994: 344; see also Brass 2003: 372)

Like rulers elsewhere, Indian rulers understandably equate the mainte-
nance of order with protection of their own power. They choose how
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much weight to give the dilemma’s two horns: maintaining power versus
responding to popular will. The dilemma is genuine, as drastic weak-
ening of central power – state capacity – also reduces the possibility of
implementing popular will by means of state intervention.

During the postwar period, the Indian regime never exited from the
high-capacity, high-democracy quadrant of our regime space; it simply
changed locations within the quadrant. Earlier we saw regimes such as
18th-century France moving from a phase in which formidable obsta-
cles to any sort of democratization existed to another phase in which
volatile movement along the democracy-undemocracy axis became not
only possible but likely. Very likely as a consequence of the long process
in which Hindu and Muslim leaders challenged Britain’s authoritarian
rule, India seems to have passed that threshold well before independence
in 1947. Combined with rulers’ reliance on a huge patronage system, the
new state’s formidable capacity sustained the regime’s incomplete but still
impressive democracy.

We begin to identify connections between Indian post-colonial history
and more general processes of democratization and de-democratization.
As the cases we reviewed in Chapter 2 hinted, democratization and
de-democratization do not work in strict symmetry. On the whole, de-
democratization occurs in the course of rulers’ and elites’ responses to
what they experience as regime crises, most obviously represented by
threats to their own power. Democratization usually occurs in state
response (however reluctant) to popular demands, after crises have eased.
As a result, de-democratization generally occurs more rapidly, and with
much greater central direction, than democratization.

As our search for explanations goes on, we will encounter exceptions
to these generalizations, notably in cases in which military conquest or
revolution led directly and rapidly to forced democratization. But on the
whole we will find that democratic theorists have been correct: democ-
ratization and de-democratization pose the dilemma of central power
versus popular will. Without significant state capacity, citizens’ expressed
collective demands cannot translate into transformations of social life.
With significant state capacity, however, rulers inevitably feel the urge to
use that capacity to reproduce their power positions, to pursue the pro-
grams they prefer, and to reward their supporters. Democracy involves
negotiated consent in the exercise of concentrated state power. For that
reason, it always involves popular mobilization. But what conditions
will render that consent open, binding, and contingent on governmen-
tal performance?
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Signs of Democratization and De-Democratization

The formidable case of India thus brings us back to this book’s general
mission. In broadest terms, we are trying to describe and explain varia-
tion and change in the extent to which the state behaves according to its
citizens’ expressed demands. To make the description manageable, it helps
to break our inquiry into four components: how wide a range of citi-
zens’ expressed demands come into play, how equally different groups
of citizens experience a translation of their demands into state behav-
ior, to what extent the expression of demands itself receives the state’s
political protection, and how much the process of translation commits
both sides, citizens and state. These four components lead directly to
our working definition: A regime is democratic to the degree that politi-
cal relations between the state and its citizens feature broad, equal, pro-
tected, mutually binding consultation. Democratization then means net
movement toward broader, more equal, more protected, and more mutu-
ally binding consultation and de-democratization means net movement
toward narrower, more unequal, less protected, and less mutually binding
consultation.

But how can we know that such changes are actually happening? The
problem breaks into two parts: principles of detection and available evi-
dence that would allow us to apply those principles. Let us leave aside the
second question – available evidence – for a moment in order to concen-
trate on principles. In a world of unlimited information, how would we
go about detecting democratization and de-democratization according to
these principles? Box 3-1 presents a summary of the guidelines discussed
for detecting these processes.

My earlier analyses of France, post-socialist regimes, and India all
applied these principles, however informally. The organizing ideas are
simple: start with citizen-state interactions; concentrate on dynamics
rather than static comparisons; average the changes in breadth, equal-
ity, protection, and mutually binding consultation, specify the range of
cases within which you are working; standardize changes on that range;
and let deviations from close correlation among changes signal important
explanatory problems. In the case of India, for example, these principles
call particular attention to the democratic crises of 1975 to 1977 and
1991 to 1994.

Let me not, however, raise your expectations too high. None of the
analyses in the rest of the book reach the ambitious standard of measure-
ment set by the examples in Box 3-1. Often I will propose an analytically
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BOX 3-1. Principles for Description of Democracy, Democratization, and
De-Democratization

1. Concentrate on observations of interactions between citizens and states;
for example, observe what happens when groups of citizens make claims
on state officials and when state officials seek to repress their enemies or
rivals.

2. Invent or adopt measures that aggregate over many citizen-state interac-
tions and/or sample a wide range of interactions; for example, analyze
correspondence and meetings between officials and ordinary citizens.

3. Look for changes in breadth, equality, protection, and mutually binding
consultation of state-citizen consultation; for example, analyze shifts in
the frequency with which officials detain dissidents in the absence of due
process.

4. Average those changes, on the assumption that alterations in breadth,
equality, protection, and mutually binding consultation make equal con-
tributions to democratization and de-democratization. For example,
derive separate summary scores for changes in breadth, equality, pro-
tection, and mutually binding consultation before combining them into
overall scores for democratization or de-democratization.

5. If the changes are distinctly heterogeneous (one element changes in the
opposite direction, or one shifts far more or far less than the others), tag
them for special attention. For example, if breadth, equality, and protec-
tion all increase while mutually binding consultation declines, investigate
the possibility of a move toward benevolent despotism.

6. Set a clear range of comparison cases arrayed from least to most demo-
cratic, with the comparison cases ranging from all regimes that have ever
existed to a quite narrow array, depending on your analytical purposes.
For example, for an investigation of World War I’s impact on democracy,
compare all eventual belligerents year by year from 1915 to 1925.

7. Standardize changes in the case at hand on the range developed; for
example, when looking at Germany from 1915 to 1925, score its degree
of democracy relative to the highest (1) and lowest (0) democracy scores
any of the war-affected regimes reached during the period.

8. Complement that comparison among regimes with detection of changes
in the extent to which the state implemented the results of state-citizen
consultation. For example, year by year from 1915 to 1925, compare
German state performance with demands articulated by voting and social
movement activity.

9. If this analysis reveals changes in implementation, investigate whether
shifts in state capacity caused those changes. For example, determine
whether postwar reparations, inflation, and reconstruction reduced the
German state’s ability to respond to citizen demands.

60
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informed narrative in the style of my accounts for France and India, keep-
ing the Box 3-1 principles in mind but without setting out numbers or
even precise comparisons with other regimes. Repeatedly (as in the case
of India) I will rely on annual Freedom House ratings of a regime’s politi-
cal rights and civil liberties, with political rights scores standing as rough
proxies for breadth, equality, and mutually binding consultation while
civil liberties stand in for protection. These measures fall far short of the
precision it would take to verify – or falsify – this book’s arguments. But
they concretize my claims about particular regimes and thus open my
analyses to confirmation, revision, or refutation by specialists.

Choice of comparison cases will obviously affect our understanding of
the low to high democracy range. Suppose, for example, we wanted to
emulate Adam Przeworski and his collaborators, who studied the perfor-
mances of 141 independent regimes between 1950 and 1990. Przeworski
and his colleagues estimated changes in the extent of democracy in a
radically simple way. They adopted the most common strategy in recent
quantitative analyses of democratization: with minor nuances, in any par-
ticular year they classified a regime as either authoritarian or democratic.
A regime did not qualify as democratic unless it had an elected executive,
an elected legislature, at least two competitive political parties, and some
alternation in power (Przeworski et al. 2000: 18–36). They then asked 1)
whether authoritarian and democratic regimes differed systematically in
governmental performance, 2) under what conditions regimes crossed the
threshold between authoritarian and democratic in either direction, and
3) what difference it made to performance whether a regime crossed the
threshold.

Over the four decades studied, the great bulk of these regimes turned
out to conduct formal elections, however fraudulent. Two conclusions
follow. First, in the 1950 to 1990 study, the range runs essentially from
sham elections to fully competitive electoral systems but involves no fur-
ther distinctions beyond those limits. Second, in order to appropriate
Przeworski and colleagues’ results for the agenda in Box 3-1, we would
have to assume that the character of elections correlates closely with other
features of breadth, equality, protection, and mutually binding consulta-
tion.

Suppose, in contrast, that we were examining all western regimes on
which we could collect evidence between 1750 and 1800. In France, the
Dutch Republic, Great Britain, the nascent United States, and elsewhere,
comparisons based on the characteristics of national elections would get
us nowhere. By the end of the century, it is true, we would find restricted
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electorates choosing members of national legislatures in the United States
and Great Britain. During some moments of the 1790s, we would observe
something similar happening in France. But any scale treating charac-
teristics of elections as the basic criteria for democratization and de-
democratization would entirely distort the range, and therefore the com-
parisons, over the period from 1750 to 1800. We would have no choice
but to fix on other sorts of rights, other forms of political participation,
and other varieties of protection from arbitrary state action. We would
find them (as my earlier account of France did) in more general political
histories of citizen-state interaction.

During the next century, to be sure, electoral criteria would start to
discipline any comparison of western regimes. Take three simple criteria:
parliamentary representation based on consent of some significant por-
tion of the population, manhood suffrage, and female suffrage. Assign-
ing one point to each, we could construct a crude scale of democracy
running from 0 (none of the three) to 3 (all of the three). Dynamically,
we could think of the addition or subtraction of one element as a move
toward or away from democracy. Drawing on the heroic compilations of
Daniele Caramani (2000, 2003), Figure 3-2 presents data for construction
of such a scale covering a number of European countries from 1800 to
1979.

For 18 political units (not all of which existed as autonomous states in
1815, and all of which shifted boundaries at least a bit after then), Cara-
mani provides a wealth of information on suffrage. He distinguishes rep-
resentation of whole classes through estates and similar institutions from
general parliamentary representation, which means selection of deputies
to a national assembly by an electorate, however large or small. Leav-
ing aside discontinued earlier trials such as the French national assembly
of 1789, Figure 3-2 distinguishes four configurations: 1) parliamentary
representation exists without adult suffrage; 2) manhood suffrage exists,
but continuous parliamentary representation has not yet begun; 3) both
parliamentary representation and manhood suffrage exist from this point
on; and 4) female suffrage joins manhood suffrage and parliamentary
representation.

We can of course question Caramani’s dates. Norway did not gain
independence from Sweden – and thereby acquire a truly independent
national parliament – until 1905. Although Finland did, indeed, install a
democratic constitution in 1906, it remained part of the Russian Empire
until 1917 and did not start operating as an independent democracy until
after the civil war of 1917 to 1918 (Alapuro 1988). Louis Napoleon used
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figure 3-2. Representation and Suffrage in Selected European Regimes
Source: Compiled fromCaramani 2000: 52–53

a wide array of devices to compromise the manhood suffrage that a rev-
olutionary assembly had passed in 1848, so we might well place France’s
effective manhood suffrage in the early Third Republic. Italy as such did
not become a unified country until 1870, so dating continuous parliamen-
tary representation from Piedmont’s reforms of 1848 might seem prema-
ture. We might also wonder whether 20th-century intervals of authoritar-
ian regimes in Italy, Germany, Spain, France, and elsewhere interrupted
parliamentary rule so thoroughly as to require new starting points after
World War II. Nevertheless, Caramani’s datings generally mark durable
advances in representation as plausibly as any single alternatives we might
propose.

The three minority cases in which manhood suffrage preceded a con-
tinuously functioning representative assembly – France, Germany, and
(most dramatically) Greece – all resulted from moments during the revo-
lutions of the 1840s when new regimes temporarily installed both repre-
sentative legislatures and general male suffrage, but authoritarian regimes
then took over, sapping legislative power without eliminating elections.
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In France, Louis Napoleon cut back the National Assembly with his 1851
coup but did not quite dare to reinstate property qualifications for male
suffrage.

In Germany, one might date parliamentary government from as early as
1808, as that is when Prussia established elections to a national assembly
through a broad (but still property-restricted) male electorate. During
the temporary unification of 1848 a German Union Bundestag adopted
suffrage for independent adult males, although individual German states
retained the right to define “independent” and “adult.” Nevertheless,
Caramani reasonably dates continuous parliamentary rule for Germany
as a whole from German unification in 1871.

In Greece, the revolutionaries who wrested independence from the
Ottoman Empire during the 1820s temporarily established a represen-
tative assembly chosen through manhood suffrage via an intermediate
body of elite electors. But later authoritarian regimes soon removed all
pretense of popular representation. Greek revolutionaries of 1843 brought
back manhood suffrage and initiated a series of virtually powerless legis-
latures. Given a rocky history of coups and revolutions thereafter, exactly
when we place the beginning of continuous parliamentary rule in Greece
remains arbitrary, but Caramani’s choice of 1926 plausibly marks the
point at which the first legislature after the monarchy’s abolition (1924)
came to power through popular elections.

The timetables in Figure 3-2 make several important points.

� The great majority of Western European countries began parliamentary
representation with restricted electorates.

� Manhood suffrage commonly arrived decades after the initial estab-
lishment of parliamentary representation.

� Although a few countries established full male and female suffrage
simultaneously, on the whole women got the vote decades after men.

� The later the establishment of representative government, the shorter
the duration of restricted suffrage.

� Transitions in different countries clustered together, notably in the
1840s (the revolutions of 1848 and their reformist counterparts) and
the 1910s (World War I and its aftermath).

The expansion of representation during the revolutions of 1848 largely
responded to popular demands for new rights. The concentration of
innovations after World War I, however, reflected a somewhat different
situation: citizens (including female citizens) who bore the terrible costs
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of war bargained with war-battered states for rights they had previously
lacked, which their military and civilian service visibly justified.

As charted by landmarks of parliamentary representation and suffrage,
European democratization occurred in fits and starts, concentrating espe-
cially in periods of international turmoil. Similar rhythms governed the
establishment of workers’ rights to organize and strike; both clustered
around the revolutions of 1848 and World War I (Ebbinghaus 1995).
Parallel changes also occurred in civil liberties – speech, press, assembly,
and association (Anderson and Anderson 1967, chapter 6). In all these
regards, regime crises and bottom-up mobilization converged to extract
concessions from existing holders of power.

At least for Europe, available political histories provide some means
of implementing the principles of Box 3-1: concentrating on observations
of interactions between citizens and states; inventing or adopting mea-
sures that aggregate over many citizen-state interactions and/or sampling
a wide range of interactions; looking for changes in breadth, equality,
protection, and mutual binding of state-citizen consultation; averaging
those changes on the assumption that alterations in breadth, equality,
protection, and mutually binding consultation make equal contributions
to democratization and de-democratization; and so on through the nine
principles.

Nevertheless, our principles 6 and 7 – setting a clear range of compar-
ison cases and standardizing on the range – do not tell us directly what
measurements to adopt. They do not mark a clear path to the direct mea-
surement of democratization and de-democratization. Item 2 on Box 3-1’s
agenda – invent or adopt measures that aggregate over many citizen-
state interactions and/or sample a wide range of interactions – hides
many a wayside bomb (Bollen and Paxton 2000, Inkeles 1991, Paxton
2000).

Obviously we cannot adopt checklists containing supposedly essential
components of democratic systems such as competitive elections or a free
press. Such checklists would take us back to yes-no comparisons seeking to
distinguish what differentiates all democracies from all non-democracies.
Instead, we need matters of degree that indicate a regime’s movement
toward greater or lesser democracy. At a minimum we would need shifts
in the amount of press freedom and changes in the extent of participation
in competitive elections, as measured by Tatu Vanhanen. But even those
more dynamic measures would restrict our attention to regimes that have
some sort of national press and hold competitive elections.
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Ideally, we would like to have indicators that apply across the entire
range from very undemocratic to very democratic regimes. Here are the
sorts of indicators that would help:

Breadth: Increase (decrease) in the share of the population having
legally enforceable rights to communicate complaints about gov-
ernmental performance to high officials

Equality: Decline (rise) in the number of distinct legal categories defin-
ing rights and obligations of different population segments vis-à-vis
the state

Protection: Decrease (increase) in the proportion of the population
imprisoned without legal sentencing or legal recourse

Mutually binding consultation: Increase (decrease) in the share of all
citizens’ complaints regarding denial of legally mandated benefits
that result in delivery of those benefits

No existing body of data contains these measures for any substantial
number of regimes. Yet as they rate political rights and civil liberties on
their scales of 1 to 7, Freedom House evaluators are actually processing
information about just such changes (Gastil 1991). For the rest of this
book, instead of trying to create a new set of numerical estimates, I will
settle for adopting judgments from such sources as Freedom House and
synthesizing political histories into my own judgments of shifts along the
democracy-undemocracy scale.

Astonishing Switzerland

Let us see, for example, whether we can convert the unruly political his-
tory of Switzerland into something like a disciplined set of observations
on democratization and de-democratization. We close in on Switzerland
as a relatively unknown experimenter with both democratization and de-
democratization. A close look at Swiss history between the late 18th cen-
tury and the middle of the 19th century allows us to clarify the questions
that have been emerging in this chapter so far: how we can trace movement
along the democracy-undemocracy dimension, whether regimes that have
entered the zone of possibility for democracy then become more liable to
both democratization and de-democratization, and whether democratiza-
tion and de-democratization typically occur at different tempos and with
different forms of opposition between state and citizen power.

Swiss experience provides some surprises in all these regards, both
because of the common assumption that the Swiss simply refashioned
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ancient Alpine local democracy into a national regime and because of
Switzerland’s reputation as a calm, smug, orderly country. In fact, the
Swiss path to democracy led the country close to utter fragmentation and
passed through nearly two decades of civil war.

The French Revolution shook Switzerland’s economic and political
ties to France while exposing Swiss people to new French models and
doctrines. From 1789 onward, revolutionary movements formed in sev-
eral parts of Switzerland. In 1793, Geneva (not a federation member, but
closely tied to Switzerland) underwent a revolution on the French model.
As the threat of French invasion mounted in early 1798, Basel, Vaud,
Lucerne, Zurich, and other Swiss regions followed the revolutionary path.
Basel, for example, turned from a constitution in which only citizens of
the capital chose their canton’s senators to another giving urban and rural
populations equal representation.

In 1798, an expansive France conquered Switzerland in collaboration
with Swiss revolutionaries. Under French supervision, the Swiss regime
then adopted a much more centralized form of government with signifi-
cantly expanded citizenship. The new regime incorporated the territories
of cantons St. Gallen, Grisons, Thurgau, Ticino, Aargau, and Vaud on
equal terms with the older cantons, but followed French revolutionary
practice by reducing the cantons to administrative and electoral units.
The central government remained fragile, however; four coups occurred
between 1800 and 1802 alone. At the withdrawal of French troops in
1802, multiple rebellions broke out. Switzerland then rushed to the brink
of civil war. Only Napoleon’s intervention and the imposition of a new
constitution in 1803 kept the country together.

The 1803 regime, known in Swiss history as the Mediation, restored
considerable power to the cantons, but by no means reestablished the Old
Regime. Switzerland’s recast federation operated with a national assem-
bly, official multilingualism, relative equality among cantons, and free-
dom for citizens to move from canton to canton. Despite some territorial
adjustments, a weak central legislature, judiciary, and executive survived
Napoleon’s defeat. Survival only occurred, however, after another close
brush with civil war, this time averted by Great Power intervention during
1813 to 1815.

In the war settlement of 1815, Austria, France, Great Britain, Portu-
gal, Prussia, Russia, Spain, and Sweden accepted a treaty among 22 can-
tons (with the addition of Valais, Neuchâtel, and Geneva) called the
Federal Pact as they guaranteed Switzerland’s perpetual neutrality and
the inviolability of its frontiers. As compared with the period of French
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hegemony, however, the Federal Pact greatly reduced the central state’s
capacity; Switzerland of the Federal Pact operated without a permanent
bureaucracy, a standing army, common coinage, standard measures, or a
national flag. It had to struggle with multiple internal customs barriers, a
rotating capital, and incessant bickering among cantonal representatives
who had no right to deviate from their home constituents’ instructions. At
the national scale, the Swiss lived with a system better disposed to vetoes
than to concerted change.

At France’s July 1830 revolution, anticlericalism became more salient
in Swiss radicalism. Historians of Switzerland in the 1830s speak of a
regeneration movement pursued by means of “publicity, clubs, and mass
marches” (Nabholz et al. 1938 II, 406). A great spurt of new periodi-
cals and pamphlets accompanied the political turmoil of 1830 to 1831
(Andrey 1986: 551–552). Within individual cantons, empowered liberals
began enacting standard 19th-century reforms such as limitation of child
labor and expansion of public schools. Nevertheless, the new cantonal
constitutions installed during that mobilization stressed liberty and fra-
ternity much more than they did equality.

Between 1830 and 1848, Switzerland underwent a contradictory set
of political processes. Although the era’s struggles unquestionably acti-
vated many convinced democrats, they pitted competing conceptions of
democracy against each other. On one side, broadly speaking, we see the
defenders of highland liberty: each village, city, and canton – or at least its
property-holding adult males – should be free to control their collective
destinies. On the other side we find the advocates of representative democ-
racy at a national scale, who rejected the highland view in favor of greatly
enlarged state capacity, equality across Switzerland as a whole, protection
provided by federal authorities, and national consultation that would bind
all parts of the country.

Behind the divisions between the two sides lay further divisions of
religion, class, and integration into capitalist organization. The country’s
richer, more Protestant cantons struggled their way toward democracy.
Those cantons installed representative institutions instead of the direct
democracy of male citizens that had long prevailed in highland commu-
nities and cantons. Activists based in reformed cantons then used armed
force to drive their unreformed neighbors toward representative democ-
racy. They did so first in raids across cantonal boundaries, then in open,
if short-lived, civil war.

The political problem became acute because national alignments of
the mid-1840s pitted twelve richer and predominantly liberal-Protestant
cantons against ten poorer, predominantly conservative-Catholic cantons
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in a diet in which each canton had a single vote. Ironically, the highland
cantons that most prided themselves on direct democracy, Swiss style, dug
in most fiercely against democratization that would involve population-
based representation at a national scale. Thus liberals deployed the
rhetoric of national patriotism and majority rule while conservatives
countered with cantonal rights and defense of religious traditions. Three
levels of citizenship – municipal, cantonal, and national – competed with
one another.

Contention occurred incessantly, and often with vitriolic violence, from
1830 to 1848. Reform movements were already under way in Vaud and
Ticino as 1830 began – indeed, Ticino preceded France by adopting a
new constitution on July 4th, 1830 (Sauter 1972). Nevertheless, France’s
July Revolution of 1830 and its Belgian echo later in the year encouraged
Swiss reformers and revolutionaries. As the French and Belgian revolu-
tions rolled on, smaller-scale revolutions took place in the Swiss towns
and cantons of Aargau, Lucerne, St. Gallen, Schaffhausen, Solothurn,
Thurgau, Vaud, and Zurich. Thereafter, republicans and radicals repeat-
edly formed military bands and attempted to take over particular cantonal
capitals by force of arms. Such bands failed in Lucerne (1841) but suc-
ceeded in bringing new administrations to power in Lausanne (1847),
Geneva (1847), and Neuchâtel (1848).

The largest military engagement took place in 1847. Switzerland’s fed-
eral Diet ordered dissolution of the mutual defense league (Sonderbund)
formed by Catholic cantons two years earlier; when the Catholic can-
tons refused, the Diet sent an army to Fribourg and Zug (whose forces
capitulated without serious fighting), then Lucerne (where a short battle
occurred). The Sonderbund had about 79,000 men under arms, the fed-
eration some 99,000.

The Sonderbund War itself produced fewer casualties than the smaller-
scale struggles that preceded it. Historian Joachim Remak titled his book
on the subject A Very Civil War (1993). The war ended with 33 dead
among Catholic forces and 60 dead among the attackers. Their defeat
consolidated the dominance of liberals in Switzerland as a whole and led to
the adoption of a cautiously liberal constitution, based on something like
an American model, in 1848. The long negotiations of the peace settlement
benefited greatly from two external factors: the distraction of Europe’s
major powers by their own 1848 revolutions and the unwillingness of
Austria, Prussia, and France to let either of its rival powers gain political
advantage in Switzerland.

The subsequent period resembled America’s Reconstruction, the trou-
bled time that followed the United States’ own Civil War – grudging
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coexistence, persistent testing, but no more approaches to a definitive split.
The “patriots” of 1848 led the country for years. General Guillaume
Dufour, who led the federal troops that defeated the Sonderbund (and
who had once taught Louis Napoleon at the Thun military school), for
example, commanded the Swiss army for much of the first postwar decade.
Between 1849 and 1870, all Swiss cantons terminated their profitable
centuries-old export of mercenary units for military service outside of
Switzerland. Thereafter, only papal guards and a few ceremonial military
units represented Swiss soldiery outside of Switzerland itself. From that
point onward, the image of tidy villages and orderly cities displaced the
memory of incessant, bitter military strife.

Switzerland’s complex history between 1790 and 1848 poses a
serious challenge for the representation of democratization and de-
democratization. Our capacity-democracy space helps to meet that chal-
lenge. Figure 3-3 traces Switzerland’s astonishing trajectory from 1790 to
1848. Despite direct adult male democracy in a number of villages and
highland cantons, the regime as a whole started its itinerary with low state
capacity and little democracy. French intervention from 1798 onward
boosted both capacity and democracy somewhat, but not permanently.
At the 1815 peace settlement the Swiss regime both de-democratized and
lost capacity. The energetic mobilizations of the 1830s restored some
democracy to the regime as a whole without expanding the central state’s
capacity.

Soon Switzerland’s divisions splintered first into civil wars at the can-
tonal and inter-cantonal levels before consolidating into the national
civil war of the Sonderbund. By 1847 Switzerland had receded to its
lowest levels of state capacity and democracy over the entire period.
But with the military defeat of autonomist and conservative forces, the
peace settlement of 1848 established a national regime of unprecedented
democracy and state capacity. To be sure, late-19th-century Switzerland
never came close to neighboring France, Prussia, or Austria with regard
to central capacity. But it became a European model for decentralized
democracy.

Before 1798, Switzerland had never come close to substantial capac-
ity or democracy at a national scale. The French conquest of that year
simultaneously imposed a much more centralized national government
and connected Switzerland’s advocates of national representative govern-
ment with powerful French allies. At that point, Switzerland switched
into a long phase of rapid, and often violent, alternation between democ-
ratization and de-democratization. Precisely because of the regime’s
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figure 3-3. Fluctuations in Swiss National Regimes, 1790–1848

decentralized structure, variety, and sharp divisions, Swiss experience
between 1798 and 1848 makes it difficult to divide national politics neatly
into “state” and “citizens.”

Swiss activists fought over that division for half a century. Yet a pair
of generalizations that have been building up over other cases we have
examined apply here as well: on the whole, Swiss de-democratization
occurred more rapidly and violently than Swiss democratization, and in
general, privileged elites backed de-democratization against the expressed
will of most citizens. Formation of the Catholic-conservative Sonderbund
(1845) and its engagement in outright civil war against liberal forces
(1847) brought Switzerland’s crisis of elite reaction. In Switzerland, as
elsewhere, democratization and de-democratization turn out to have been
asymmetrical processes.

Let me draw a methodological conclusion. As pleasant as it would
be to manipulate quantitative measures of democratization, de-democrati-
zation, increase in state capacity, and decrease of state capacity, in the
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present state of knowledge, detailed analytical narratives of the kind we
have just reviewed for Switzerland promise more for general explanations
of democratization and de-democratization. They promise more because
they allow us to match detailed changes in relations among political actors
to alterations in their presumed causes. Although I will rely repeatedly on
ratings such as those provided by Freedom House in chapters to come,
the crucial matching of arguments and evidence will come in the form of
analytical narratives.

What Next?

It is therefore time to move toward explanation of democratization and
de-democratization. Almost inadvertently, we have accumulated a series
of pressing explanatory questions. Answers to any of these questions,
if correct, will provide major payoffs for today’s studies of democracy.
(If you yearn for fame and influence, and not necessarily fortune, as an
analyst of democracy, answer one or more of these questions definitively.)
Although I have phrased the questions in broadly historical terms, most
students of the recent past are actually pursuing their own versions of the
same questions. Box 3-2 summarizes the significant questions we have
encountered so far.

The list does not, to be sure, exhaust every interesting question
that contemporary students of democratization are taking up. These
days, for example, many people are asking whether widespread religious
fundamentalism among a regime’s citizenry undermines or inhibits
democratization, and whether there is some point of democratization at
which ratchets fall into place that make de-democratization unlikely or
impossible. But on the whole, the 13 questions sum up the problems
for whose solution students of democratization and de-democratization
would be inclined to award each other major prizes.

Saving questions 1 through 12 for later chapters, let me turn at once to
number 13: necessary and sufficient conditions. Once you rule out con-
ditions that belong to democratization and de-democratization by defini-
tion, I do not believe that any necessary, much less sufficient, conditions
for either one exist. As we have already seen, comparison of cases in
which democratization or de-democratization occurs with otherwise sim-
ilar cases in which democratization or de-democratization does not occur
can clarify what we have to explain. But it will not identify universal
conditions. At least no one has identified such conditions so far.
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BOX 3-2. Payoff Questions in the Study of Democratization and
De-Democratization

1. In what ways did the truncated democratic institutions of city-states, war-
rior bands, peasant communities, merchant oligarchies, religious sects,
and revolutionary movements provide models for more extensive forms
of democracy? Given their availability, why did they never become direct
templates for democracy at a national scale?

2. Why did Western Europe lead the way toward democratization, followed
closely by the Americas?

3. How did (and do) such countries as France move from absolute immunity
against national democratic institutions to frequent alternations between
democratization and de-democratization?

4. Why, in general, did (and do) surges of de-democratization occur more
rapidly than surges of democratization?

5. How do we explain the asymmetrical patterns of support for and involve-
ment in democratization and de-democratization?

6. Why does democratization typically occur in waves, rather than in each
regime separately at its own pace?

7. What explains the spread of democratization and de-democratization
during the 19th and (especially) 20th centuries from its Western European
starting points to the rest of the world?

8. Why (with the partial exceptions of Egypt and Japan) did democratiza-
tion only start to occur in Asia and Africa well after World War II?

9. How can we account for the dramatically different experiences of post-
socialist states with democratization and de-democratization?

10. Under what conditions, to what extent, and how does the growth of
state capacity promote a regime’s availability for democratization and
de-democratization?

11. To what extent and how do an undemocratic regime’s interactions with
democratic regimes promote democratization in that regime?

12. How do the forms and sources of a state’s sustaining resources (e.g.,
agriculture, minerals, or trade) affect its regime’s susceptibility to democ-
ratization and de-democratization?

13. Do any necessary or sufficient conditions exist for democratization and
de-democratization, or (on the contrary) do favorable conditions vary
significantly by era, region, and type of regime?
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I do think, however, that some necessary processes promote democrati-
zation, and that reversals of those processes promote de-democratization.
For the moment, let us neglect de-democratization and concentrate on
democratization to make this line of argument clear. For democratiza-
tion to develop in any regime, changes must occur in three areas: trust
networks, categorical inequality, and autonomous power centers.

Trust networks are ramified interpersonal connections, consisting
mainly of strong ties, within which people set valued, consequential, long-
term resources and enterprises at risk to the malfeasance, mistakes, or
failures of others. Trading diasporas, kinship groups, religious sects, rev-
olutionary conspiracies, and credit circles often comprise trust networks.
Throughout most of history, participants in trust networks have carefully
shielded themselves from involvement in political regimes, for justified
fear that rulers would either seize their precious resources or subordinate
them to the state’s programs.

So long as they remain entirely segregated from regimes, however, trust
networks constitute obstacles to democratization; their segregation blocks
members’ commitment to democratic collective enterprises. Democrati-
zation becomes possible when trust networks integrate significantly into
regimes, and thus motivate their members to engage in mutually binding
consultation – the contingent consent of citizens to programs proposed
or enacted by the state (Tilly 2005b). Two large processes affecting trust
networks therefore underlie democratization: 1) dissolution or integra-
tion of segregated trust networks and 2) creation of politically connected
trust networks. In Switzerland, the violent struggles of 1830 to 1847
and the peace settlement of 1848 promoted both processes (Tilly 2004:
187–190).

Within the two processes appear a series of recurrent mechanisms, for
example:

� Disintegration of existing segregated trust networks (e.g., decay of
patrons’ ability to provide their clients with goods and protection pro-
motes withdrawal of clients from patron-client ties)

� Expansion of population categories lacking access to effective trust
networks for their major long-term risky enterprises (e.g., growth of
landless wage-workers in agrarian regions increases population with-
out effective patronage and/or relations of mutual aid)

� Appearance of new long-term risky opportunities and threats that
existing trust networks cannot handle (e.g., substantial increases in war,
famine, disease, and/or banditry visibly overwhelm protective capacity
of patrons, diasporas, and local solidarities)
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In Switzerland, all three of these mechanisms reshaped trust networks
between 1750 and 1848. Intensive growth of cottage textile produc-
tion preceded 19th-century re-concentration in lowland cities, including
Zürich. That two-stage industrial transformation swelled Switzerland’s
proletarian population as it shook the patronage-cum-control of landlords
and parish priests (Braun 1960, 1965; Gruner 1968; Gschwind 1977; Joris
1994; Joris and Witzig 1992; Rosenband 1999). Successive French inva-
sions, the 1815 great power settlement, and the struggles of 1830 through
1847 themselves had dual effects: They shook old relations between trust
networks and public politics at the cantonal level, but – at least for Protes-
tants and secular liberals – created new connections between interpersonal
trust networks and the new half-regime that was emerging at a national
scale within the Protestant-liberal coalition.

Each of the three mechanisms just listed promotes the dissolution of
segregated trust networks and the creation of politically connected trust
networks. The next chapter takes a detailed look at processes and mech-
anisms affecting trust networks’ segregation from and integration into
public politics.

What of categorical inequality? The term means organization of social
life around boundaries separating whole sets of people who differ col-
lectively in their life chances, as is commonly the case with categories of
gender, race, caste, ethnicity, nationality, and religion and is sometimes
the case with categories of social class. To the extent that such inequal-
ities translate directly into categorical differences in political rights and
obligations, democratization remains impossible. Any democratization
process depends not necessarily on diminution of categorical inequal-
ity but on insulation of public politics from categorical inequality. Two
main processes contribute to that insulation: equalization of the categories
themselves in some regards and buffering of politics from the operation
of those categories.

Here are the sorts of mechanisms that operate within the broader pro-
cesses of equalization and buffering:

� Equalization of assets and/or well-being across categories within the
population at large (e.g., booming demand for the products of peasant
agriculture expands middle peasants)

� Reduction or governmental containment of privately controlled
armed force (e.g., disbanding of magnates’ personal armies weak-
ens noble control over commoners, thereby diminishing nobles’
capacity to translate noble-commoner differences directly into public
politics)
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� Adoption of devices that insulate public politics from categorical
inequalities (e.g., secret ballots; payment of officeholders; and free,
equal access of candidates to media forward the formation of cross-
category coalitions)

These and similar mechanisms figured prominently in the Swiss his-
tory we have reviewed. In Switzerland, the regime that formed in 1848
established effective barriers between public politics and the categorical
inequalities over which Swiss activists killed each other during the previ-
ous 17 years.

Autonomous power centers operate outside the control of public pol-
itics and outside of regular citizen-state interactions. They can include
all those interpersonal connections that provide political actors – both
individuals and segments of the citizenry – with the means of altering
(or, for that matter, defending) existing distributions of resources, pop-
ulation, and activities within the regime. Sometimes they exist within
the state itself, most obviously when the military runs the state or oper-
ates independently of civilian authorities. The configuration of lineages,
religious congregations, economic organizations, organized communities,
and military forces in a given regime strongly affects the possibility that
the regime’s public politics will move toward broad, equal, protected, and
mutually binding consultation. It does so both because that configuration
shapes what sorts of political actors are readily available and because it
affects which segments of the citizenry are directly available for participa-
tion in public politics. To the extent that power centers, especially those
controlling autonomous coercive means, remain detached from public
politics, democratization remains difficult or impossible.

Democracy-promoting processes involving autonomous power centers
include 1) broadening of political participation, 2) equalization of access
to political resources and opportunities outside the state, and 3) inhi-
bition of autonomous and/or arbitrary coercive power both within and
outside the state. Although their weights and timing vary from one case
of democratization to another, to some degree all three must occur for
democratization to happen.

Mechanisms within these processes include:

� Coalition formation between segments of ruling classes and constituted
political actors that are currently excluded from power (e.g., dissident
bourgeois recruit backing from disfranchised workers, thus promoting
political participation of those workers)
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� Central co-optation or elimination of previously autonomous political
intermediaries (e.g., regional strongmen join governing coalitions, thus
becoming committed to state programs)

� Brokerage of coalitions across unequal categories and/or distinct trust
networks (e.g., regional alliances form against state seizure of local
assets, thus promoting employment of those alliances in other political
struggles)

All of these mechanisms and more operated within the transition of
Switzerland from enormous fragmentation to low-capacity partial democ-
racy. Most important, the military victory and peace settlement of 1847 to
1848 definitively checked the longstanding capacity of communities and
cantons to autonomously deploy their armed forces – which continued to
exist.

Obviously larger changes in social life lie behind these crucial alter-
ations of trust networks, categorical inequality, and non-state power. In
later discussions we will pay attention to transformations of economic
organization, mass communications, population mobility, and education.
We will eventually see that four powerful political processes – domestic
confrontation, military conquest, revolution, and colonization – have reg-
ularly accelerated transformations of trust networks, categorical inequal-
ity, and public politics, and as they have done so, these processes have
sometimes produced rapid democratization or de-democratization.

All these changes will remain mysterious, and perhaps dubious as
well, until we explore them in much more detail. In preparation for later
chapters, however, let me simply lay out the argument in a straightforward
series of points:

1. Trajectories of regimes within our capacity-democracy space sig-
nificantly affect both the regimes’ prospects for democracy and the
character of their democracy if it arrives.

2. In the long run, increases in state capacity and democratization
reinforce each other, as state expansion generates resistance, bar-
gaining, and provisional settlements on one side, while on the other
side democratization encourages demands for expansion of state
intervention, which promotes increases in capacity.

3. At the extremes, if capacity develops farther and faster than democ-
ratization, the path to democracy (if it exists) passes through
authoritarianism; if democratization develops farther and faster
than capacity and the regime survives, the path then passes through
a risky zone of capacity building.
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4. Although the organizational forms – elections, terms of office, areal
representation, deliberative assemblies, and so on – adopted by
democratizing regimes often emulate or adapt institutions that have
strong precedents in villages, cities, regional jurisdictions, or adja-
cent national regimes, they almost never evolve directly from those
institutions.

5. Democratization depends on changes in three arenas – categori-
cal inequality, trust networks, and public politics – as well as on
interactions among those changes.

6. Regularities in democratization consist not of standard general
sequences or sufficient conditions, but of recurrent causal mech-
anisms that in varying combinations and sequences produce
changes in categorical inequality, networks of trust, and non-state
power.

7. Under specifiable circumstances, revolution, conquest, coloniza-
tion, and domestic confrontation accelerate and concentrate some
of those crucial causal mechanisms.

8. Almost all of the crucial democracy-promoting causal mechanisms
involve popular contention – politically constituted actors making
public, collective claims on other actors, including agents of gov-
ernment – as correlates, causes, and effects.

9. Despite important alterations in the specific forms of democratic
institutions such as legislatures and the relative impact of different
causal factors such as international certification of democratic re-
gimes, the fundamental processes promoting democratization have
remained the same over democracy’s several centuries of history.

These arguments center on a core idea. Democratization never occurs
without at least partial realization of three large processes: integration
of interpersonal trust networks into public politics; insulation of public
politics from categorical inequalities; and elimination or neutralization
of autonomous, coercion-controlling power centers in ways that aug-
ment the influence of ordinary people over public politics and increase
the control of public politics over state performance. Substantial with-
drawal of trust networks from public politics, increasing insertion of cat-
egorical inequalities into public politics, and rising autonomy of coercive
power centers all promote de-democratization. Although delays occur in
the effects of these processes as a function of institutions set in place in the
past, the three large processes and their reversals always dominate moves
toward and away from democracy.
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Spelling out these arguments, the following chapters proceed in an
obvious sequence. The next chapter (Chapter 4) deals with trust and
distrust; Chapter 5 moves on to equality and inequality; and Chapter 6
takes up relations between public politics and autonomous power centers.
We then turn to two syntheses. Chapter 7 analyzes alternative paths to
democracy and undemocracy, whereas Chapter 8 offers general conclu-
sions.
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Since the overthrow of Portugal's dictatorial regime in April 1974, the number of democracies in the world has 
multiplied dramatically. Before the start of this global trend toward democracy, there were roughly 40 countries 
that could be classified as more or less democratic. The number increased moderately through the late 1970s and 
early 1980s as a number of states experienced transitions from authoritarian (predominantly military) to 
democratic rule. In the mid-1980s, however, the pace of global democratic expansion accelerated markedly, and 
today there are between 76 and 117 democracies, depending on how one counts. How one counts is crucial, 
however, to thinking about whether democracy will continue to expand in the world, or even hold steady at its 
current level. In fact, it raises the fundamental question of what we mean by democracy.  
 
In a seminal formulation, Samuel Huntington has dubbed this post-1974 period the "third wave" of global 
democratic expansion. He defines a "wave of democratization" simply as "a group of transitions from 
nondemocratic to democratic regimes that occur within a specified period of time and that significantly 
outnumber transitions in the opposite direction during that period." 1 He identifies two previous waves of 
democratization: a long, slow wave from 1828 to 1926 and a second wave from 1943 to 1964. Significantly, each of 
these ended with what he calls a "reverse wave" of democratic breakdowns (the first lasting from 1922 to 1942, the 
second from 1961 to 1975), in which some of the newly established (or reestablished) democracies failed. Overall, 
each [End Page 20] reverse wave reduced the number of democracies in the world significantly but still left more 
democracies in place than had existed prior to the start of the preceding democratic wave. Reverse waves do great 



harm to political freedom, human rights, and peace. Thus, as I will argue, preventing a reverse wave should be 
paramount among the policy goals of democratic actors and institutions around the world.  
 
 
Conceptualizing Democracy  
 
 
 
Essential to tracking the progress of democracy and understanding both its causes and its consequences is a high 
degree of conceptual clarity about the term "democracy." Unfortunately, what prevails instead in the burgeoning 
empirical and theoretical literature on democracy is conceptual confusion and disarray so serious that David 
Collier and Steven Levitsky have identified more than 550 "subtypes" of democracy. 2 Some of these nominal 
subtypes merely identify specific institutional features or types of full democracy, but many denote "diminished" 
forms of democracy that overlap with one another in a variety of ways. Fortunately, most conceptions of 
democracy today (in contrast with the 1960s and 1970s, for example) do converge in defining democracy as a 
system of political authority, separate from any social and economic features. Where conceptions still diverge 
fundamentally (but not always very explicitly) is in the range and extent of political attributes encompassed by 
democracy.  
 
Minimalist definitions descend from Joseph Schumpeter, who defined democracy as a system "for arriving at 
political decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the 
people's vote." 3 Huntington, among others, explicitly embraces Schumpeter's emphasis on electoral competition 
as the essence of democracy. 4 Over time, however, Schumpeter's appealingly concise definition has required 
periodic elaboration (or what Collier and Levitsky call "precising") to avoid inclusion of cases that do not fit the 
implicit meaning. The most influential elaboration has been Robert Dahl's concept of "polyarchy," which requires 
not only extensive political competition and participation but also substantial levels of freedom (of speech, press, 
and the like) and pluralism that enable people to form and express their political preferences in a meaningful way. 
5  
 
Contemporary minimalist conceptions of democracy--what I term here electoral democracy, as opposed to liberal 
democracy--commonly acknowledge the need for minimal levels of civil freedom in order for competition and 
participation to be meaningful. Typically, however, they do not devote much attention to the basic freedoms 
involved, nor do they attempt to incorporate them into actual measures of democracy. Such Schumpeterian 
conceptions--particularly common among Western policy makers who track and celebrate the expansion of 
democracy--risk [End Page 21] exemplifying what Terry Karl has called the "fallacy of electoralism." That mistake 
consists of privileging electoral contestation over other dimensions of democracy and ignoring the degree to which 
multiparty elections, even if genuinely competitive, may effectively deny significant sections of the population the 
opportunity to contest for power or advance and defend their interests, or may leave significant arenas of decision-
making power beyond the reach or control of elected officials. 6 As Philippe Schmitter and Terry Karl emphasize, 
"However central to democracy, elections occur intermittently and only allow citizens to choose between the 
highly aggregated alternatives offered by political parties." 7  
 



As Collier and Levitsky note, minimalist definitions of democracy have been refined in recent years to exclude 
regimes with substantial "reserved domains" of military (or bureaucratic, or oligarchic) power that are not 
accountable to elected officials. 8 On such grounds, Guatemala in particular has often been classified as a "pseudo" 
or "quasi" democracy. But such refined definitions of democracy can still fail to acknowledge political repression 
that marginalizes significant segments of the population--typically the poor or ethnic and regional minorities. 
While conceptual "precising" has been constructive, it has left behind a welter of what Collier and Levitsky term 
"expanded procedural" conceptions that occupy various intermediate locations on the continuum between 
electoral and liberal democracy.  
 
This conceptual disorder is not surprising given that scholars are trying to impose categories on a phenomenon--
political freedom--that in fact varies only by degree. Whereas the presence or absence of competitive elections is 
relatively clear-cut, individual and group rights of expression, organization, and assembly can vary considerably 
even across countries that meet the criteria for electoral democracy.  
 
How large and overtly repressed or marginalized must a minority be for the political system to be disqualified as a 
polyarchy, or, in my terms, a liberal democracy? 9 Is Turkey disqualified by the indiscriminate violence it has used 
to suppress a ruthless Kurdish insurgency, and its historical constraints (recently relaxed) on the peaceful 
expression of Kurdish political and cultural identity? Is India disqualified by the human rights violations its 
security forces have committed in secessionist Kashmir; or Sri Lanka by the brutal excesses on both sides in the 
secessionist war of Tamil guerrillas; or Russia by its savage war against Chechen secessionists; or Colombia by its 
internal war against drug traffickers and left-wing guerrillas, and its exceptionally high rates of political 
assassination and other human rights abuses? Do these polities not have a right to defend themselves against 
violent insurgency and secessionist terror? Or does democracy fall short--despite the presence in all five countries 
of highly competitive elections that in recent years have produced party alternation in power? As indicated below, 
this [End Page 22] problem affects a growing group of countries that are commonly considered "democracies" 
today.  
 
By a minimalist, electoral definition, all five of the above-mentioned countries qualify as democracies. But by a 
stricter conception of liberal democracy, all fall short. All suffer sufficiently serious abridgments of political rights 
and civil liberties that they failed to attain a rating of "free" in the most recent "Comparative Survey of Freedom," 
the annual global survey of political rights and civil liberties conducted by Freedom House. This gap between 
electoral democracy and liberal democracy, which has become one of the most striking features of the "third 
wave," has serious consequences for theory, policy, and comparative analysis.  
 
 
Liberal Democracy and Pseudodemocracy  
 
 
 
How does liberal democracy extend beyond the minimalist (or formal) and intermediate conceptions of democracy 
described above? In addition to regular, free, and fair electoral competition and universal suffrage, it requires the 
absence of "reserved domains" of power for the military or other social and political forces that are not either 
directly or indirectly accountable to the electorate. Second, in addition to the "vertical" accountability of rulers to 



the ruled (which is secured most reliably through regular, free, and fair elections), it requires "horizontal" 
accountability of officeholders to one another; this constrains executive power and so helps protect 
constitutionalism, the rule of law, and the deliberative process. 10 Third, it encompasses extensive provisions for 
political and civic pluralism, as well as for individual and group freedoms. Specifically, liberal democracy has the 
following features:  
 
1) Real power lies--in fact as well as in constitutional theory--with elected officials and their appointees, rather 
than with unaccountable internal actors (e.g., the military) or foreign powers.  
 
2) Executive power is constrained constitutionally and held accountable by other government institutions (such as 
an independent judiciary, parliament, ombudsman, and auditor general).  
 
3) Not only are electoral outcomes uncertain, with a significant opposition vote and the presumption of party 
alternation in government over time, but no group that adheres to constitutional principles is denied the right to 
form a party and contest elections (even if electoral thresholds and other rules prevent smaller parties from 
winning representation in parliament).  
 
4) Cultural, ethnic, religious, and other minority groups, as well as traditionally disadvantaged or unempowered 
majorities, are not prohibited (legally or in practice) from expressing their interests in the political process, and 
from using their language and culture.  
 
5) Beyond parties and intermittent elections, citizens have multiple, ongoing channels and means for the 
expression and representation of [End Page 23] their interests and values, including a diverse array of autonomous 
associations, movements, and groups that they are free to form and join.  
 
6) In addition to associational freedom and pluralism, there exist alternative sources of information, including 
independent media, to which citizens have (politically) unfettered access.  
 
7) Individuals have substantial freedom of belief, opinion, discussion, speech, publication, assembly, demonstration, 
and petition.  
 
8) Citizens are politically equal under the law (even though they are invariably unequal in their political 
resources), and the above-mentioned individual and group liberties are effectively protected by an independent, 
impartial judiciary whose decisions are enforced and respected by other centers of power.  
 
9) The rule of law protects citizens from unjustified detention, exile, terror, torture, and undue interference in 
their personal lives not only by the state but also by organized antistate forces.  
 
These elements of liberal democracy constitute most of the criteria used by Freedom House in its annual survey of 
freedom around the world. Two dimensions of freedom--political rights (of contestation, opposition, and 
participation) and civil liberties--are measured on a seven-point scale, with a rating of 1 indicating the most free 
and 7 the least free. Countries whose two scores average 2.5 or below are considered "free"; those scoring 3 to 5.5, 



"partly free"; and those scoring 5.5 and above, "not free," with the determination for countries with the borderline 
score of 5.5 made on the basis of a more discriminating raw-point score. 11  
 
The "free" rating in the Freedom House survey is the best available empirical indicator of "liberal democracy." Of 
course, as with any multipoint scale, there is inevitably an element of arbitrariness in the thresholds used for each 
category. Yet there is a significant difference even between average scores of 2.5 and 3. In the 1995¡96 survey, all 
nine countries with a score of 2.5--the highest score a country could attain and still be rated "free"--received a 
rating of 2 on political rights and 3 on civil liberties. The difference between a 2 and a 3 on political rights is 
substantial, with the latter typically indicating significantly more military influence in politics, electoral and 
political violence, or electoral irregularities, and thus political contestation that is appreciably less free, fair, 
inclusive, and meaningful. For example, El Salvador and Honduras each scored 3 on political rights and 3 on civil 
liberties, as did Venezuela, where military autonomy and impunity and political intimidation have eroded the 
quality of democracy in recent years. The difference between a 2 and a 3 on civil liberties is also significant, with 
the higher-scoring countries having at least one area--such as freedom of speech or the press, personal security 
from terror and arbitrary arrest, or associational freedom and autonomy--where liberty is significantly constrained. 
[End Page 24]  
 
The intermediate conceptions of democracy, which fall somewhere in between "electoral" and "liberal" democracy, 
explicitly incorporate basic civil freedoms of expression and association, yet still allow for considerable restriction 
of citizenship rights. The crucial distinction turns on whether political and civil freedoms are seen as relevant 
mainly to the extent that they ensure meaningful electoral competition and participation, or are instead viewed as 
necessary to ensure a wider range of democratic functions.  
 
To appreciate the dynamics of regime change and the evolution of democracy, we must also allow for a third class 
of regimes that are less than even minimally democratic but still distinct from purely authoritarian regimes. Such 
regimes--which I call here pseudodemocracies--have legal opposition parties and perhaps many other 
constitutional features of electoral democracy, but fail to meet one of its crucial requirements: a sufficiently fair 
arena of contestation to allow the ruling party to be turned out of power.  
 
There is wide variation among pseudodemocracies as I use the term here. They include "semidemocracies," which 
approach electoral democracies in their pluralism, competitiveness, and civil liberties, as well as "hegemonic party 
systems," such as Mexico before 1988, in which an institutionalized ruling party makes extensive use of coercion, 
patronage, media control, and other tools to reduce opposition parties to decidedly "second-class" status. 12 But 
they also encompass multiparty electoral systems in which the undemocratic dominance of the ruling party may 
be weak and contested (as in Kenya), or in the process of decomposing into a more competitive system (as in 
Mexico today), or highly personalistic and poorly institutionalized (as in Kazakhstan).  
 
What distinguishes pseudodemocracies from the residual category of "authoritarian" regimes is that they tolerate 
the existence of independent opposition parties. This distinction is important theoretically. If we view democracy 
in developmental terms, as emerging in fragments or parts, by no fixed sequence or timetable, then the presence of 
legal opposition parties that may compete for power and win some seats in parliament, and of the greater space for 
civil society that tends to exist in such systems, provides important foundations for future democratic development. 
13 In Mexico, Jordan, Morocco, and a number of states in sub-Saharan Africa where former one-party dictators 



engineered their reelection under pseudodemocratic conditions, these democratic fragments are pressing out the 
boundaries of what is politically possible, and may eventually generate breakthroughs to electoral democracy.  
 
 
 
Empirical Trends During the Third Wave  
 
 
 
By any measure, democracy has expanded dramatically since the beginning of the third wave. Using a minimalist 
or formal conception [End Page 25] of democracy that emphasizes electoral competition, both the number and the 
proportion of the world's democracies have risen sharply. In 1974 there were only 39 democracies in the world, 28 
of which had populations over one million (or so close to one million that they would exceed that mark by 1995). 
Only about 23 percent of countries with populations over one million and about 27 percent of all countries were 
formally democratic. The difference between these proportions illustrates an interesting relationship between 
country size and regime type that has held continuously throughout the third wave: very small countries (those 
with populations under one million) are significantly more likely than larger countries to be democracies 
(especially liberal democracies). In fact, two-thirds of states with populations under one million are liberal 
democracies today, compared with only about one-third of states with populations over one million.  
 
By the beginning of 1996, the number of countries meeting at least the requirements for electoral democracy had 
increased to 117. Moreover, even though the number of independent states has steadily grown throughout the 
third wave (by more than a third), the proportion of countries that are at least formally democratic has more than 
doubled, to over 60 percent. More striking still is how much of this increase has occurred in the 1990s, with the 
collapse of Soviet and East European communism and the diffusion of the third wave to sub-Saharan Africa. As 
Table 1 shows, the number and percentage of democracies in the world have increased every year since 1990. This 
can only be described as an unprecedented democratic breakthrough. As recently as 1990, when he was writing 
The Third Wave, Huntington found only 45 percent of [End Page 26] the world's states (with populations over one 
million) to be democratic, a proportion virtually identical to that in 1922 at the peak of the first wave. 14 Even if 
we similarly restrict our view to countries with populations over one million, the proportion of formal 
democracies in the world now stands at 57 percent.  
 
What has been the trend with respect to liberal democracy? As one would expect, both the number of countries 
and the proportion of countries in the world rated "free" by Freedom House have also increased significantly, 
albeit not as dramatically. From the survey's inception in 1972 until 1980, the number of free states increased by 
only ten (and the proportion of free states in the world rose only slightly, from 29 to 32 percent). Moreover, 
change was not in one direction. During the first six years of the third wave, five states suffered breakdowns or 
erosions of democracy that cost them their free ratings. In fact, although the overall global trend of regime change 
during the third wave has been toward democracy and freedom, 22 countries suffered breakdowns of democracy 
between 1974 and 1991, and further deterioration has occurred since then.  
 
During the third wave, freedom took its biggest jump in the latter half of the 1980s and the early 1990s. As Table 2 
shows, between 1985 and 1991 (a crucial year, which witnessed the demise of Soviet communism), the number of 



free states jumped from 56 to 76 and the proportion of free states in the world increased from a third to over 40 
percent. Moreover, the proportion of blatantly authoritarian ("not free") states declined to a historic low of 23 
percent in 1991, falling further to just over 20 percent in 1992. By contrast, in 1972 almost half the independent 
states in the world were rated "not free." [End Page 27]  
 
The 1991¡92 period seems to have been the high-water mark for freedom in the world. Since 1991, the proportion 
of free states has declined slightly, and since 1992, the proportion of "not free" states has jumped sharply. Despite 
the steady growth in the number of electoral democracies, the number of free states has stagnated in the first half 
of this decade, with gains in freedom offset by losses. In 1993, 43 countries registered a decline in their freedom 
score, while 18 posted a gain. In 1994, eight countries improved their freedom category (e.g., from partly free to 
free) and four declined in category; overall, however, freedom scores increased in 22 countries while declining in 
23. 15 In 1995, the trend was slightly more positive, with four category upgrades and three downgrades and a total 
of 29 increases in freedom scores and 11 decreases. Yet the total number of free states did not change at all.  
 
Juxtaposing the two divergent trends of the 1990s--continued growth of electoral democracy, but stagnation of 
liberal democracy--demonstrates the increasing shallowness of democratization in the latter part of the third wave. 
During the 1990s, the gap between electoral and liberal democracy has steadily grown. As a proportion of all the 
world's democracies, free states (liberal democracies) have declined from 85 percent in 1990 to 65 percent today 
(Table 3). During this period, the quality of democracy (as measured by the extent of political rights and civil 
liberties) has eroded in many of the most important and influential new third-wave democracies--including Russia, 
Turkey, Brazil, and Pakistan--while an expected transition to democracy in Africa's most populous country, 
Nigeria, imploded. At the same time, political freedom has deteriorated in several of the longest-surviving 
democracies in the developing world, including India, Sri Lanka, Colombia, and Venezuela. In fact, with a few 
notable exceptions (including South Korea, Poland, and South Africa), the overall trend of the past decade among 
regionally influential countries that are electoral democracies today has been toward a decline in freedom. This is 
particularly disturbing given that, as [End Page 28] Huntington has argued in The Third Wave, the "demonstration 
effects" that are so important in the wavelike diffusion or recession of democracy emanate disproportionately from 
the more powerful countries within a region and internationally.  
 
The undertow in the third wave has been particularly striking in Latin America. Of the 22 countries below the Rio 
Grande with populations over one million, 10 have experienced significant declines in freedom since 1987, while 6 
have seen increases. While five countries made transitions to formal democracy (Chile, Nicaragua, Haiti, Panama, 
and Paraguay), only Chile became a free state, and six countries lost their free status. Even in some free states (such 
as Argentina, Ecuador, and Jamaica), Freedom House has observed a downward trend in recent years. Although it 
is commonly assumed that Latin America today is overwhelmingly democratic, only 8 of the 22 principal countries 
in the region were rated free at the end of 1995, compared with 13 in 1987. While blatantly authoritarian rule has 
receded in the hemisphere, so has liberal democracy, as the region has experienced a "convergence" toward "more 
mixed kinds of semi-democratic regimes." 16  
 
Some consider it remarkable that Latin American democracies have survived at all considering the enormous 
stresses they have experienced over the past decade: dramatic economic downturns and increases in poverty (only 
recently reversed in some countries), the mushrooming drug trade, and the violence and corruption that have 
flourished in its wake. Since the redemocratization of Latin America began in the early 1980s, the response to 



severe adversity and political crisis--including scandals that have forced presidential resignations in several 
countries--has primarily been adherence to constitutional process and electoral alternation in office (although the 
military did nearly overthrow democracy in Venezuela in 1992, and has rattled its sabers loudly elsewhere). In the 
practice of "voting the bums out" rather than mobilizing against democracy itself, Latin American publics have 
given many observers cause to discern a normalization and maturation of democratic politics not seen in previous 
eras. Indeed, a number of democratic governments (in Southern and Eastern Europe as well as in Latin America) 
have been able to make considerable progress in economic reform during the third wave, and in one sizeable 
sample of such reform experiences, "the party that initiated cuts in working-class income has been defeated in less 
than half the cases." 17  
 
This persistence of constitutional procedures gives grounds for hope about the future of democracy in Latin 
America, as do recent reforms that have decentralized power and opened up the electoral process in Venezuela 
and Colombia, instituted an independent electoral commission in Panama, and improved judicial functioning in 
several countries. But these positive steps have been outweighed by conditions that render electoral democracy in 
the region increasingly hollow, illiberal, [End Page 29] delegative, and afflicted. These trends, evident in the 
resurgence of authoritarian practices under elected civilian presidents in countries such as Peru and Venezuela, 
and in a general erosion of the rule of law under pressure from the drug trade, reflect the growing gap between 
electoral and liberal democracy in the region.  
 
As mentioned above, the trends of increasing (or persisting) disorder, human rights violations, legislative and 
judicial inefficacy, corruption, and military impunity and prerogatives have been evident in other third-wave 
democracies around the world--not only major countries like Turkey and Pakistan but smaller ones such as 
Zambia and most of the electoral regimes of the former Soviet Union. Indeed, in the former Soviet Union, Africa, 
parts of Asia, and the Middle East, elections themselves are increasingly hollow and uncompetitive, a thin disguise 
for the authoritarian hegemony of despots and ruling parties: "As recognition grows of the right freely to elect 
one's governmental representatives, more governments [feel] compelled to hold elections in order to gain 
[international] legitimacy." 18 In 1995 these contests degenerated into "an electoral charade" in Kazakhstan, 
Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Armenia, and Azerbaijan (not to mention Iraq, Iran, Egypt, and Algeria) because of 
intimidation, rigging, and constriction (or, in extreme cases, utter obliteration) of the right of opposition forces to 
organize and contest. Since the most recent wave of democratization began its sweep through Africa in early 1991, 
at least ten civilian regimes have held multiparty elections so flawed that they do not meet the minimal criteria for 
electoral democracy. 19 All of these regimes are "pseudodemocracies."  
 
Perhaps the most stunning feature of the third wave is how few regimes are left in the world (only slightly over 20 
percent) that do not exhibit some degree of multiparty competition, whether that level corresponds with liberal 
democracy, electoral democracy, or pseudodemocracy. This broad diffusion signals the ideological hegemony of 
"democracy" in the post¡Cold War world, but also the superficial nature of that hegemony. In Latin America and 
the Caribbean, the United States and the international community demand electoral democracy in exchange for 
recognition and economic rewards, but are not too insistent about human rights and the rule of law. For Africa, a 
lower standard is set by the major Western powers: there, all that is required is the presence of opposition parties 
that can contest for office, even if they are manipulated, hounded, and robbed of victory at election time.  
 
A Period of Stasis  



 
With the number of liberal democracies now stagnating, with the quality of many third-wave and Third World 
democracies sharply deteriorating, and with the world's most powerful and influential authoritarian states--China, 
Indonesia, Iran, and Saudi Arabia--showing [End Page 30] little or no prospect of democratization in the near term, 
the question arises: Is the third wave over?  
 
The evidence in the affirmative appears to be mounting. If we look beyond the form of democracy--a form that is 
increasingly expected by world culture and organizations--we see erosion and stagnation offsetting liberalization 
and consolidation. Liberal democracy has stopped expanding in the world, and so has political freedom more 
generally. If we take the liberal content of democracy seriously, it seems that the third wave of democratic 
expansion has come to a halt, and probably to an end. We may or may not see in the coming years the emergence 
of a few new electoral democracies, but a further sizeable increase seems unlikely, given that democratization has 
already occurred in the countries where conditions are most favorable. Movement to electoral democracy also 
seems likely to be offset by movement away from it, as some fledgling electoral democracies in Africa and 
elsewhere are either blatantly overthrown (as in Gambia and Niger), squelched just before birth (as in Nigeria) or 
strangled by deterioration in the fairness of contestation and the toleration of opposition (as in Peru, Cambodia, 
and some of the former communist states). In these circumstances, more and more countries may seek to satisfy 
the expectation of "democracy" with its most hollow form, pseudodemocracy.  
 
Does this mean that we are on the edge of a third "reverse wave" of democracy? This more frightening prospect is 
not yet apparent; indeed, a reverse wave may well be avoidable. It is theoretically possible for a wave of 
democratic expansion to be followed for some time not by a reverse wave but rather by equilibrium, in which the 
overall number of democracies in the world neither increases nor decreases significantly. It is precisely such a 
period of stasis that we seem to have entered.  
 
Many of the new democracies of the third wave are in serious trouble today, and it could be argued that the 
erosion of democratic substance is a precursor to the actual suspension or overthrow of democracy, whether by 
executive or military coup. The autogolpe of President Alberto Fujimori of Peru was preceded by years of steady 
deterioration in political rights and civil liberties. Historically, the path to military coups and other forms of 
democratic breakdown has been paved with the accumulation of unsolvable problems, the gross corruption and 
malfunctioning of democratic institutions, the gradual aggrandizement of executive power, and the broad popular 
disaffection with politics and politicians that is evident today in many third-wave democracies (and a few of 
longer standing).  
 
 
Yet three things are different today:  
 
1) Military establishments are extremely reluctant to seize power overtly, for several reasons: the lack of popular 
support for a coup (due in part to the discredit many militaries suffered during their previous [End Page 31] 
periods of brutal and inept rule); their sharply diminished confidence in their ability to tackle formidable 
economic and social problems; the "disastrous effects on the coherence, efficiency, and discipline of the army" that 
they have perceived during previous periods of military rule; 20 and, not least, the instant and powerful sanctions 
that the established democracies have shown an increasing resolve to impose against such democratic overthrows. 



In addition, many third-wave democracies have made great progress toward establishing the conditions of 
"objective civilian control" that prevail in the industrialized democracies: high levels of military professionalism, 
constrained military roles, subordination of the military to civilian decision makers, autonomy for the military in 
its limited area of professional competence, and thus "the minimization of military intervention in politics and of 
political intervention in the military." 21  
 
2) Even where, as in Turkey, the Philippines, Brazil, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, progress toward democratic 
consolidation has been partial and slow, and the quality of democracy has deteriorated in some respects, publics 
have shown no appetite for a return to authoritarian rule of any kind; culturally, democracy remains a valued goal.  
 
3) Finally, no antidemocratic ideology with global appeal has emerged to challenge the continued global 
ideological hegemony of democracy as a principle and a formal structure of government.  
 
Together, these factors have so far prevented a new wave of democratic breakdowns. Instead of expiring altogether, 
democracy has gradually been "hollowed out" in many countries, leaving a shell of multiparty electoralism--often 
with genuine competition and uncertainty over outcomes--adequate for the attainment of international legitimacy 
and economic rewards. Rather than mobilize against the constitutional system, political leaders and groups that 
have no use for democracy, or are (to use Juan Linz's term) "semiloyal" to the system, are more likely to choose and 
condone oblique and partial assaults on democracy, such as the repression of particularly troublesome oppositions 
and minorities. Instead of seizing power through a coup, the military may gradually reclaim more operational 
autonomy and control over matters of internal security and counterinsurgency, as they have done in Guatemala, 
Nicaragua, Colombia, Pakistan, Turkey, and probably India and Sri Lanka. Instead of terminating multiparty 
electoral competition and declaring a one-party (or no-party) dictatorship, as they did during the first and second 
reverse waves, frustrated chief executives (like Alberto Fujimori in Peru) may temporarily suspend the 
constitution, dismiss and reorganize the legislature, and reshape to their advantage a constitutional system that 
will subsequently retain the formal structure or appearance of democracy. Or they may engage in a cat-and-mouse 
game with international donors, liberalizing politically in response to pressure while repressing as much as they 
can get away with in order to hang on to [End Page 32] power--as the former one-party regimes of Daniel arap 
Moi in Kenya, Omar Bongo in Gabon, and Paul Biya in Cameroon have done in Africa.  
 
Is this, then, the way the third wave of democratization ends: death by a thousand subtractions?  
 
The Imperative of Consolidation  
 
 
If the historical pattern is to be defied and a third reverse wave avoided, the overriding imperative in the coming 
years is to consolidate those democracies that have come into being during the third wave. In essence, 
consolidation is the process of achieving broad and deep legitimation, such that all significant political actors, at 
both the elite and mass levels, believe that the democratic regime is better for their society than any other realistic 
alternative they can imagine. As Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan, among others, have stressed, this legitimation must 
be more than a commitment to democracy in the abstract; it must also involve a shared normative and behavioral 
commitment to the specific rules and practices of the country's constitutional system. 22 It is this unquestioning 
embrace of democratic procedures that produces a crucial element of consolidation: a reduction in the uncertainty 



of democracy, regarding not so much the outcomes as the rules and methods of political competition. As 
consolidation advances, "there is a widening of the range of political actors who come to assume demo-cratic 
conduct [and democratic loyalty] on the part of their adversaries," a transition from "instrumental" to "principled" 
commitments to the democratic framework, a growth in trust and cooperation among political competitors, and a 
socialization of the general population (through both deliberate efforts and the practice of democracy in politics 
and civil society). 23 Although many contemporary theorists are strangely determined to avoid the term, I believe 
that these elements of the consolidation process encompass a shift in political culture.  
 
Democratic consolidation is fostered by a number of institutional, policy, and behavioral changes. Many of these 
changes improve governance directly by strengthening state capacity, liberalizing and rationalizing economic 
structures, securing social and political order while maintaining basic freedoms, improving horizontal 
accountability and the rule of law, and controlling corruption. Others improve the representative functions of 
democratic governance by strengthening political parties and their linkages to social groups, reducing 
fragmentation in the party system, strengthening the autonomous capacity and public accountability of legislatures 
and local governments, and invigorating civil society. Most new democracies need these types of institutional 
reform and strengthening. Some also require a steady program of reforms to reduce military involvement in 
nonmilitary issues [End Page 33] and subject the military and intelligence establishments to oversight and control 
by elected civilian leaders. And some require legal and institutional innovations to foster accommodation and 
mutual security among different ethnic and national groups.  
 
Underlying all of these specific challenges, however, is an intimate connection between the deepening of 
democracy and its consolidation. Some new democracies have become consolidated during the third wave, but 
none of the "nonliberal" electoral democracies that have emerged during the third wave has yet achieved 
consolidation. And those electoral democracies that predate the third wave and that have declined from liberal to 
nonliberal status during it (India, Sri Lanka, Venezuela, Colombia, Fiji) have become less stable and consolidated.  
 
The less respectful of political rights, civil liberties, and constitutional constraints on state power are the behaviors 
of key state, incumbentparty, and other political actors, the weaker will be the procedural consensus underpinning 
democracy. Consolidation is then obstructed, by definition. Furthermore, the more shallow, exclusive, 
unaccountable, and abusive of individual and group rights is the electoral regime, the more difficult it will be for 
that regime to become deeply legitimated at the mass level (or to retain such legitimacy), and thus the lower will 
be the perceived costs for the elected president or the military to overthrow the system or to reduce it to 
pseudodemocracy. Consolidation is then obstructed or destroyed causally, by the effects of institutional 
shallowness and decay. If they are to become consolidated, therefore, electoral democracies must become deeper 
and more liberal. This will require greater executive (and military) accountability to both the law and the scrutiny 
of other branches of the government, as well as the public; the reduction of barriers to political participation and 
mobilization by marginalized groups; and more effective protection for the political and civil rights of all citizens. 
Deepening will also be facilitated by the institutionalization of a political-party system that stimulates mass 
participation, incorporates marginalized groups, and forges vibrant linkages with civil society organizations and 
party branches and officials at the local level.  
 
 
Holding Democratic Ground  



 
None of this should be seen as ruling out the possibility of demo-cratic progress in the world's autocratic and 
pseudodemocratic states. Indeed, a developmental perspective should sensitize us to the real scope for partial gains 
and sudden breakthroughs that no theory of the "preconditions for democracy" could anticipate. However, if we 
think strategically about democracy's future, the key question must be, to borrow Huntington's analogy to a 
military campaign, how the democratic idea can hold the vast new territory it has conquered. 24 [End Page 34]  
 
The overriding imperative for the long-term global advance of democracy is to prevent its near-term recession into 
a new reverse wave. That encompasses three challenges. First, the new liberal democracies of the third wave must 
become consolidated (only a few of them have so far). Since consolidation is partly a process of habituation, time is 
on their side, but only if they can avoid major crises, sink institutional roots, and provide some degree of effective 
governance. Second, the merely electoral democracies must be deepened and liberalized politically so that their 
institutions will become more broadly and intrinsically valued by their populations.  
 
Finally, the established, industrialized democracies must show their own continued capacity for democratic 
vitality, reform, and good governance. The ideological hegemony of democracy in the world has flourished on two 
foundations: the clear moral and practical superiority of the political systems of the established democracies; and 
their increasing use of pressure and conditional assistance to promote democratic development around the world. 
If the world's wealthy, established democracies have the wisdom and energy to preserve those two foundations, 
more democracies will become "established" in the coming decade, even if the overall expansion of (electoral) 
democracy draws to a halt. As the universe of stable liberal democracies expands, new points of democratic 
diffusion, pressure, and assistance will emerge, and cultural arguments that liberal democracy is a Western, 
ethnocentric concept will become increasingly perverse and untenable. 
 
At some point in the first two decades of the twenty-first century--as economic development transforms the 
societies of East Asia in particular--the world will then be poised for a "fourth wave" of democratization, and quite 
possibly a boon to international peace and security far more profound and enduring than we have seen with the 
end of the Cold War.  
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Transitions to Democracy 

Toward a Dynamic Model 

Dankwart A. Rustow* 

I 
What conditions make democracy possible and what conditions 
make it thrive? Thinkers from Locke to Tocqueville and A. D. Lind- 
say have given many answers. Democracy, we are told, is rooted in 
man's innate capacity for self-government or in the Christian ethi- 
cal or the Teutonic legal tradition. Its birthplace was the field at 
Putney where Cromwell's angry young privates debated their offi- 
cers, or the more sedate House at Westminster, or the rock at 
Plymouth, or the forest cantons above Lake Lucerne, or the fevered 
brain of Jean Jacques Rousseau. Its natural champions are sturdy 
yeomen, or industrious merchants, or a prosperous middle class. 
It must be combined with strong local government, with a two- 
party system, with a vigorous tradition of civil rights, or with a 
multitude of private associations. 

Recent writings of American sociologists and political scientists 
favor three types of explanation. One of these, proposed by Sey- 
mour Martin Lipset, Philips Cutright, and others, connects stable 
democracy with certain economic and social background condi- 
tions, such as high per capita income, widespread literacy, and 
prevalent urban residence. A second type of explanation dwells on 
the need for certain beliefs or psychological attitudes among the 
citizens. A long line of authors from Walter Bagehot to Ernest 
Barker has stressed the need for consensus as the basis of democ- 
racy-either in the form of a common belief in certain fundamen- 
tals or of procedural consensus on the rules of the game, which 
Barker calls "the Agreement to Differ." Among civic attitudes 

* This article was presented at the annual meeting of the American Political 
Science Association, New York City, September 1969. The author is grateful 
for financial support at various stages of his researches into democracy from 
the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation, the Ford Foundation, and the Na- 
tional Science Foundation. He jealously claims the full blame for his errors, 
foibles, and follies as revealed in this essay. 
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required for the successful working of a democratic system, Daniel 
Lerner has proposed a capacity for empathy and a willingness to 
participate. To Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, on the other 
hand, the ideal "civic culture" of a democracy suggests not only 
such participant but also other traditional or parochial attitudes.1 

A third type of explanation looks at certain features of social 
and political structure. In contrast to the prevailing consensus 
theory, authors such as Carl J. Friedrich, E. E. Schattschneider, 
Bernard Crick, Ralf Dahrendorf, and Arend Lijphart have insisted 
that conflict and reconciliation are essential to democracy.2 Start- 
ing with a similar assumption, David B. Truman has attributed the 
vitality of American institutions to the citizens' "multiple mem- 
bership in potential groups"-a relationship which Lipset has 
called one of "crosscutting politically relevant associations."3 
Robert A. Dahl and Herbert McClosky, among others, have argued 
that democratic stability requires a commitment to democratic 
values or rules, not among the electorate at large but among the 
professional politicians-each of these presumably linked to the 
other through effective ties of political organization.4 Harry Eck- 
stein, finally, has proposed a rather subtle theory of "congruence": 
to make democracy stable, the structures of authority throughout 
society, such as family, church, business, and trade unions, must 
prove the more democratic the more directly they impinge on 
processes of government.5 

Some of these hypotheses are compatible with each other, 
though they may also be held independently-for example, those 

1 Ernest Barker, Reflections on Government (Oxford, 1942), p. 63; Daniel 
Lerner et al., The Passing of Traditional Society (Glencoe, 1958), pp. 49ff., 60ff.; 
Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture (Princeton, 1963). 

2 Carl J. Friedrich, The New Belief in the Common Man (Boston, 1942); 
E. E. Schattschneider, The Semi-Sovereign People (New York, 1960); Bernard 
Crick, In Defence of Politics, rev. ed. (Penguin Books, 1964); Ralf Dahrendorf, 
Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society (Stanford, 1959); Arend Lijphart, 
The Politics of Accommodation (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1968). 

3 David B. Truman, The Governmental Process (New York, 1951), p. 514; 
S. M. Lipset, Political Man (New York, 1960), pp. 88ff. Already A. Lawrence 
Lowell had spoken of the need for a party alignment where "the line of 
division is vertical," cutting across the horizontal division of classes. Govern- 
ment and Parties in Continental Europe (Boston, 1896), vol. 2, pp. 65ff. 

4 Robert A. Dahl, Who Governs? (New Haven, 1961); Herbert McClosky, 
"Consensus and Ideology in American Politics," American Political Science 
Review, LVIII (June 1964); James W. Prothro and Charles M. Grigg, "Funda- 
mental Principles of Democracy: Bases of Agreement and Disagreement," 
Journal of Politics, XXII (May 1960). 

5 Harry Eckstein, The Theory of Stable Democracy (Princeton, 1961) and 
Division and Cohesion in a Democracy (Princeton, 1965). 
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about prosperity, literacy, and consensus. Others-such as those 
about consensus and conflict-are contradictory unless carefully 
restricted or reconciled. Precisely such a synthesis has been the 
import of a large body of writing. Dahl, for instance, has proposed 
that in polyarchy (or "minorities rule," the closest real-life approxi- 
mation to democracy) the policies of successive governments tend 
to fall within a broad range of majority consensus.6 Indeed, after 
an intense preoccupation with consensus in the World War II 
years, it is now widely accepted that democracy is indeed a process 
of "accommodation" involving a combination of "division and co- 
hesion" and of "conflict and consent"-to quote the key terms from 
a number of recent book titles.7 

The scholarly debate thus continues, and answers diverge. Yet 
there are two notable points of agreement. Nearly all the authors 
ask the same sort of question and support their answers with the 
same sort of evidence. The question is not how a democratic 
system comes into existence. Rather it is how a democracy, as- 
sumed to be already in existence, can best preserve or enhance its 
health and stability. The evidence adduced generally consists of 
contemporary information, whether in the form of comparative 
statistics, interviews, surveys, or other types of data. This remains 
true even of authors who spend considerable time discussing the 
historical background of the phenomena that concern them- 
Almond and Verba of the civic culture, Eckstein of congruence 
among Norwegian social structures, and Dahl of the ruling minor- 
ities of New Haven and of oppositions in Western countries.8 Their 
key propositions are couched in the present tense. 

There may be a third feature of similarity underlying the current 
American literature of democracy. All scientific inquiry starts with 
the conscious or unconscious perception of a puzzle.9 What has 
puzzled the more influential authors evidently has been the con- 
trast between the relatively smooth functioning of democracy in 
the English-speaking and Scandinavian countries and the recurrent 
crises and final collapse of democracy in the French Third and 
Fourth Republics and in the Weimar Republic of Germany. 

This curiosity is of course wholly legitimate. The growing litera- 

6 Robert A. Dahl, A Preface to Democratic Theory (Chicago, 1956). 
7 Lijphart; Eckstein; Dahl, Pluralist Democracy in the United States: Conflict 

and Consent (Chicago, 1967). 
8 Almond and Verba; Eckstein; Dahl, Who Governs? and ed. Political 

Oppositions in Western Democracies (New Haven, 1966). 
9 See Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago, 1962). 
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ture and the increasingly subtle theorizing on the bases of democ- 
racy indicate how fruitful it has been. The initial curiosity leads 
logically enough to the functional, as opposed to the genetic, 
question. And that question, in turn, is most readily answered by 
an examination of contemporary data about functioning democra- 
cies-perhaps with badly functioning democracies and nondemoc- 
racies thrown in for contrast. The functional curiosity also comes 
naturally to scholars of a country that took its crucial steps toward 
democracy as far back as the days of Thomas Jefferson and Andrew 
Jackson. It accords, moreover, with some of the characteristic 
trends in American social science in the last generation or two- 
with the interest in systematic equilibria, in quantitative correla- 
tions, and in survey data engendered by the researcher's own 
questions. Above all, it accords with a deep-seated prejudice 
against causality. As Herbert A. Simon has strikingly put it, "... we 
are wary, in the social sciences, of asymmetrical relations. They 
remind us of pre-Humeian and pre-Newtonian notions of causality. 
By whip and sword we have been converted to the doctrine that 
there is no causation, only functional interrelation, and that func- 
tional relations are perfectly symmetrical. We may even have taken 
over, as a very persuasive analogy, the proposition 'for every ac- 
tion, there is an equal and opposite reaction.' "10 

Students of developing regions, such as the Middle East, South- 
ern Asia, tropical Africa, or Latin America, naturally enough have 
a somewhat different curiosity about democracy. The contrast that 
is likely to puzzle them is that between mature democracies, such 
as the United States, Britain, or Sweden today, and countries that 
are struggling on the verge of democracy, such as Ceylon, Lebanon, 
Turkey, Peru, or Venezuela. This will lead them to the genetic 
question of how a democracy comes into being in the first place.11 
The question is (or at least was, until the Russian invasion of 
Czechoslovakia in 1968) of almost equal interest in Eastern Europe. 
The genesis of democracy, thus, has not only considerable intrinsic 
interest for most of the world; it has greater pragmatic relevance 
than further panegyrics about the virtues of Anglo-American de- 
mocracy or laments over the fatal illnesses of democracy in 
Weimar or in several of the French Republics. 

10 Herbert A. Simon, Models of Man: Social and Rational (New York, 1957), 
p. 65. 

11 For a general discussion of the question of democracy in the context of 
recent modernizing countries, see Rustow, A World of Nations: Problems of 
Political Modernization (Washington, 1967), Ch. 7, which states some of the 
present argument in summary form. 
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In the following sections of this article I should like to examine 
some of the methodological problems involved in the shift from 
functional to genetic inquiry and then proceed to outline one pos- 
sible model of the transition to democracy. 

II 
What changes in concept or method does the shift from functional 
to genetic inquiry imply? The simplest answer would be, "None at 
all." The temptation is to make the functional theories do double 
duty as genetic theories, to extend the perspective of Westminster 
and Washington versus Weimar and Paris to Ankara, Caracas, 
and Bucharest as well. If conditions such as consensus or pros- 
perity will help to preserve a functioning democracy, it may be 
argued, surely they will be all the more needful to bring it into 
existence. 

Alas, the simple equation of function and genesis is a little too 
simple, and the argument a fortiori is, in fact, rather weak.12 The 
equation certainly does not seem to hold for most other types of 
political regimes. Military dictatorships, for instance, typically 
originate in secret plotting and armed revolt but perpetuate them- 
selves by massive publicity and by alliances with civilian sup- 
porters. Charismatic leaders, according to Max Weber, establish 
their claim to legitimacy by performing seeming miracles but pre- 
serve it through routinization. A hereditary monarchy rests most 
securely on the subjects' unquestioning acceptance of immemorial 
tradition; it evidently cannot be erected on such a principle. Com- 
munist regimes have been installed by revolutionary elites or 
through foreign conquest but consolidated through the growth of 
domestic mass parties and their bureaucracies. From physics and 
chemistry, too, the distinction between the energy required to 
initiate and to sustain a given reaction is familiar. These arguments 
from analogy of course are just as inconclusive as the supposedly 
a fortiori one. Still, they shift the burden of proof to those who 
assert that the circumstances which sustain a mature democracy 
also favor its birth. 

The best known attempts to apply a single world-wide perspec- 
tive to democracy, whether nascent or mature, are the statistical 
correlations compiled by Lipset and by Cutright.'3 But Lipset's 

12 $... a political form may persist under conditions normally adverse to 
the emergence of that form" (Lipset, p. 46). 

13 Seymour Martin Lipset, "Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Eco- 

In the following sections of this article I should like to examine 
some of the methodological problems involved in the shift from 
functional to genetic inquiry and then proceed to outline one pos- 
sible model of the transition to democracy. 

II 
What changes in concept or method does the shift from functional 
to genetic inquiry imply? The simplest answer would be, "None at 
all." The temptation is to make the functional theories do double 
duty as genetic theories, to extend the perspective of Westminster 
and Washington versus Weimar and Paris to Ankara, Caracas, 
and Bucharest as well. If conditions such as consensus or pros- 
perity will help to preserve a functioning democracy, it may be 
argued, surely they will be all the more needful to bring it into 
existence. 

Alas, the simple equation of function and genesis is a little too 
simple, and the argument a fortiori is, in fact, rather weak.12 The 
equation certainly does not seem to hold for most other types of 
political regimes. Military dictatorships, for instance, typically 
originate in secret plotting and armed revolt but perpetuate them- 
selves by massive publicity and by alliances with civilian sup- 
porters. Charismatic leaders, according to Max Weber, establish 
their claim to legitimacy by performing seeming miracles but pre- 
serve it through routinization. A hereditary monarchy rests most 
securely on the subjects' unquestioning acceptance of immemorial 
tradition; it evidently cannot be erected on such a principle. Com- 
munist regimes have been installed by revolutionary elites or 
through foreign conquest but consolidated through the growth of 
domestic mass parties and their bureaucracies. From physics and 
chemistry, too, the distinction between the energy required to 
initiate and to sustain a given reaction is familiar. These arguments 
from analogy of course are just as inconclusive as the supposedly 
a fortiori one. Still, they shift the burden of proof to those who 
assert that the circumstances which sustain a mature democracy 
also favor its birth. 

The best known attempts to apply a single world-wide perspec- 
tive to democracy, whether nascent or mature, are the statistical 
correlations compiled by Lipset and by Cutright.'3 But Lipset's 

12 $... a political form may persist under conditions normally adverse to 
the emergence of that form" (Lipset, p. 46). 

13 Seymour Martin Lipset, "Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Eco- 

In the following sections of this article I should like to examine 
some of the methodological problems involved in the shift from 
functional to genetic inquiry and then proceed to outline one pos- 
sible model of the transition to democracy. 

II 
What changes in concept or method does the shift from functional 
to genetic inquiry imply? The simplest answer would be, "None at 
all." The temptation is to make the functional theories do double 
duty as genetic theories, to extend the perspective of Westminster 
and Washington versus Weimar and Paris to Ankara, Caracas, 
and Bucharest as well. If conditions such as consensus or pros- 
perity will help to preserve a functioning democracy, it may be 
argued, surely they will be all the more needful to bring it into 
existence. 

Alas, the simple equation of function and genesis is a little too 
simple, and the argument a fortiori is, in fact, rather weak.12 The 
equation certainly does not seem to hold for most other types of 
political regimes. Military dictatorships, for instance, typically 
originate in secret plotting and armed revolt but perpetuate them- 
selves by massive publicity and by alliances with civilian sup- 
porters. Charismatic leaders, according to Max Weber, establish 
their claim to legitimacy by performing seeming miracles but pre- 
serve it through routinization. A hereditary monarchy rests most 
securely on the subjects' unquestioning acceptance of immemorial 
tradition; it evidently cannot be erected on such a principle. Com- 
munist regimes have been installed by revolutionary elites or 
through foreign conquest but consolidated through the growth of 
domestic mass parties and their bureaucracies. From physics and 
chemistry, too, the distinction between the energy required to 
initiate and to sustain a given reaction is familiar. These arguments 
from analogy of course are just as inconclusive as the supposedly 
a fortiori one. Still, they shift the burden of proof to those who 
assert that the circumstances which sustain a mature democracy 
also favor its birth. 

The best known attempts to apply a single world-wide perspec- 
tive to democracy, whether nascent or mature, are the statistical 
correlations compiled by Lipset and by Cutright.'3 But Lipset's 

12 $... a political form may persist under conditions normally adverse to 
the emergence of that form" (Lipset, p. 46). 

13 Seymour Martin Lipset, "Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Eco- 

In the following sections of this article I should like to examine 
some of the methodological problems involved in the shift from 
functional to genetic inquiry and then proceed to outline one pos- 
sible model of the transition to democracy. 

II 
What changes in concept or method does the shift from functional 
to genetic inquiry imply? The simplest answer would be, "None at 
all." The temptation is to make the functional theories do double 
duty as genetic theories, to extend the perspective of Westminster 
and Washington versus Weimar and Paris to Ankara, Caracas, 
and Bucharest as well. If conditions such as consensus or pros- 
perity will help to preserve a functioning democracy, it may be 
argued, surely they will be all the more needful to bring it into 
existence. 

Alas, the simple equation of function and genesis is a little too 
simple, and the argument a fortiori is, in fact, rather weak.12 The 
equation certainly does not seem to hold for most other types of 
political regimes. Military dictatorships, for instance, typically 
originate in secret plotting and armed revolt but perpetuate them- 
selves by massive publicity and by alliances with civilian sup- 
porters. Charismatic leaders, according to Max Weber, establish 
their claim to legitimacy by performing seeming miracles but pre- 
serve it through routinization. A hereditary monarchy rests most 
securely on the subjects' unquestioning acceptance of immemorial 
tradition; it evidently cannot be erected on such a principle. Com- 
munist regimes have been installed by revolutionary elites or 
through foreign conquest but consolidated through the growth of 
domestic mass parties and their bureaucracies. From physics and 
chemistry, too, the distinction between the energy required to 
initiate and to sustain a given reaction is familiar. These arguments 
from analogy of course are just as inconclusive as the supposedly 
a fortiori one. Still, they shift the burden of proof to those who 
assert that the circumstances which sustain a mature democracy 
also favor its birth. 

The best known attempts to apply a single world-wide perspec- 
tive to democracy, whether nascent or mature, are the statistical 
correlations compiled by Lipset and by Cutright.'3 But Lipset's 

12 $... a political form may persist under conditions normally adverse to 
the emergence of that form" (Lipset, p. 46). 

13 Seymour Martin Lipset, "Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Eco- 

In the following sections of this article I should like to examine 
some of the methodological problems involved in the shift from 
functional to genetic inquiry and then proceed to outline one pos- 
sible model of the transition to democracy. 

II 
What changes in concept or method does the shift from functional 
to genetic inquiry imply? The simplest answer would be, "None at 
all." The temptation is to make the functional theories do double 
duty as genetic theories, to extend the perspective of Westminster 
and Washington versus Weimar and Paris to Ankara, Caracas, 
and Bucharest as well. If conditions such as consensus or pros- 
perity will help to preserve a functioning democracy, it may be 
argued, surely they will be all the more needful to bring it into 
existence. 

Alas, the simple equation of function and genesis is a little too 
simple, and the argument a fortiori is, in fact, rather weak.12 The 
equation certainly does not seem to hold for most other types of 
political regimes. Military dictatorships, for instance, typically 
originate in secret plotting and armed revolt but perpetuate them- 
selves by massive publicity and by alliances with civilian sup- 
porters. Charismatic leaders, according to Max Weber, establish 
their claim to legitimacy by performing seeming miracles but pre- 
serve it through routinization. A hereditary monarchy rests most 
securely on the subjects' unquestioning acceptance of immemorial 
tradition; it evidently cannot be erected on such a principle. Com- 
munist regimes have been installed by revolutionary elites or 
through foreign conquest but consolidated through the growth of 
domestic mass parties and their bureaucracies. From physics and 
chemistry, too, the distinction between the energy required to 
initiate and to sustain a given reaction is familiar. These arguments 
from analogy of course are just as inconclusive as the supposedly 
a fortiori one. Still, they shift the burden of proof to those who 
assert that the circumstances which sustain a mature democracy 
also favor its birth. 

The best known attempts to apply a single world-wide perspec- 
tive to democracy, whether nascent or mature, are the statistical 
correlations compiled by Lipset and by Cutright.'3 But Lipset's 

12 $... a political form may persist under conditions normally adverse to 
the emergence of that form" (Lipset, p. 46). 

13 Seymour Martin Lipset, "Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Eco- 
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article well illustrates the difficulty of applying the functional 
perspective to the genetic question. Strictly interpreted, his data 
bear only on function. His statistical findings all take the form of 
correlations at a given single point in time. In the 1950s his "stable 
democracies" generally had substantially higher per capita in- 
comes and literacy rates than did his "unstable democracies," or 
his unstable and stable authoritarianisms. Now, correlation evi- 
dently is not the same as causation-it provides at best a clue to 
some sort of causal connection without indicating its direction. 
Lipset's data leave it entirely open, for example, whether affluent 
and literate citizens make the better democrats; whether democ- 
racies provide superior schools and a more bracing climate for 
economic growth; whether there is some sort of reciprocal connec- 
tion so that a given increase in affluence or literacy and in democ- 
racy will produce a corresponding increment in the other; or 
whether there is some further set of factors, such as the industrial 
economy perhaps, that causes both democracy and affluence and 
literacy. A corresponding objection can be urged against the find- 
ings of Almond, Verba, and others that are based mainly on 
contemporary opinion or attitude surveys. Only further investiga- 
tion could show whether such attitudes as "civic culture," an 
eagerness to participate, a consensus on fundamentals, or an agree- 
ment on procedures are cause or effect of democracy, or both, or 
neither. 

Lipset's title is true to his functional concern. He is careful to 
speak of "Some Social Requisites," not prerequisites, "of Democ- 
racy," and thus to acknowledge the difference between correlation 
and cause. But the subtlety has escaped many readers who unthink- 
ingly translate "requisites" into "preconditions."'4 The text of the ar- 
ticle, moreover, encourages the same substitution, for it repeatedly 
slips from the language of correlation into the language of causality. 
Significantly, on all those occasions economic and social conditions 
become the independent, and democracy the dependent, variable. 
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A genetic theory will have to be explicit about distinguishing 
correlate from cause. This does not commit us to any old-fashioned 
or simple-minded view of causality, whereby every effect has but 
one cause and every cause but one effect. It does not preclude the 
"probabilistic" view recently argued by Almond and, indeed, es- 
poused by every social statistician since Emile Durkheim and 
before.15 It does not rule out somewhat more sophisticated causal 
concepts such as Gunnar Myrdal's spiral, Karl W. Deutsch's 
quorum of prerequisites, Hayward R. Alker's nonlinear correla- 
tions, or the notion of a threshold which Deane Neubauer recently 
applied to Lipset's and Cutright's propositions.16 Above all, a 
concern for causality is compatible with-indeed is indispensable 
to-a sceptical view that attributes human events to a mixture of 
law and chance. Such semideterminism is tantamount to an admis- 
sion that the social scientist will never know enough to furnish a 
complete explanation, that he is at least as unlikely as the natural 
scientist to rival Laplace's Demon. Nor do scholars who would 
theorize about the genesis of democracy need to concur in all their 
epistemology and metaphysics. But to be geneticists at all they do 
have to inquire into causes. Only by such inquiry, I would add, can 
the social scientist accomplish his proper task of exploring the 
margins of human choice and of clarifying the consequences of the 
choices in that margin.17 

It probably is no simple confusion between correlate and cause 
that leads Lipset's readers astray, and, on occasion, the author as 
well. Rather it seems to be a tacit assumption that social and eco- 
nomic conditions are somehow more basic, and that we must look 
for the significant relations in this deeper layer rather than in the 
"superstructure" of political epiphenomena. Our current emphasis 
in political science on economic and social factors is a most neces- 
sary corrective to the sterile legalism of an earlier generation. But, 
as Lipset (together with Bendix) has himself warned in another 

15 Gabriel A. Almond and James S. Coleman, eds. The Politics of the Devel- 
oping Areas (Princeton, 1960), Introduction. 

16 Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma (New York, 1944), Appendix; 
Hayward R. Alker, Jr., "The Long Road to International Relations Theory: 
Problems of Statistical Non-Additivity," World Politics, XVIII (July 1966); 
Deane Neubauer, "Some Conditions of Democracy," American Political Sci- 
ence Review, LXI (December 1967). 

17 This statement of the function of the social scientist is taken from Rus- 
tow, A World of Nations, p. 17; the next two paragraphs paraphrase ibid., pp. 
142ff. 
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context, it can easily "explain away the very facts of political 
life."'8 We have been in danger of throwing away the political baby 
with the institutional bathwater. 

Note that this widespread American economicism goes consid- 
erably beyond Marx and Engels, who saw the state as created by 
military conquest, economic regimes defined by their legal relations 
of property, and changes from one to the next brought about 
through political revolution. If they proclaimed themselves materi- 
alists or talked like economic determinists, it was mainly in protest 
against the wilder flights of Hegelian "idealism." 

Any genetic theory of democracy would do well to assume a 
two-way flow of causality, or some form of circular interaction, 
between politics on the one hand and economic and social condi- 
tions on the other. Wherever social or economic background 
conditions enter the theory, it must seek to specify the mechanisms, 
presumably in part political, by which these penetrate to the 
democratic foreground. The political scientist, moreover, is entitled 
to his rights within the general division of labor and may wish to 
concentrate on some of the political factors without denying the 
significance of the social or economic ones. With Truman, Dahl, 
and others, I would tend to see the patterns of conflict and of 
recurrent or changing alignments as one of the central features of 
any political system. With Apter, I would consider choice as one of 
the central concerns of the political process.19 

What goes for economics and sociology goes for psychology as 
well. Here, too, the relationship with politics is one of interaction 
and interdependence, so that political phenomena may have psy- 
chological consequences as well as vice versa. In explaining the 
origins of democracy we need not assume-as does much of the 
current survey research literature-that beliefs unilaterally influ- 
ence actions. Rather, we may recognize with Leon Festinger and 
other social psychologists of the "cognitive dissonance" school 
that there are reciprocal influences between beliefs and actions.20 
Many of the current theories about democracy seem to imply that 
to promote democracy you must first foster democrats-perhaps 
by preachment, propaganda, education, or perhaps as an automatic 
byproduct of growing prosperity. Instead, we should allow for the 
possibility that circumstances may force, trick, lure, or cajole non- 
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two-way flow of causality, or some form of circular interaction, 
between politics on the one hand and economic and social condi- 
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to his rights within the general division of labor and may wish to 
concentrate on some of the political factors without denying the 
significance of the social or economic ones. With Truman, Dahl, 
and others, I would tend to see the patterns of conflict and of 
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any political system. With Apter, I would consider choice as one of 
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democrats into democratic behavior and that their beliefs may ad- 
just in due course by some process of rationalization or adaptation. 

To seek causal explanations, as I insisted earlier, does not imply 
simple-mindedness. Specifically, we need not assume that the 
transition to democracy is a world-wide uniform process, that it 
always involves the same social classes, the same types of political 
issues, or even the same methods of solution. On the contrary, it 
may be well to assume with Harry Eckstein that a wide variety of 
social conflicts and of political contents can be combined with 
democracy.21 This is, of course, in line with the general recognition 
that democracy is a matter primarily of procedure rather than of 
substance. It also implies that, as among various countries that 
have made the transition, there may be many roads to democracy. 

Nor does a model of transition need to maintain that democratic 
evolution is a steady process that is homogeneous over time. Such 
a notion of temporal continuity and presumably of linear correla- 
tion seems to lurk behind much of the literature of the Lipset- 
Cutright genre. Temporal discontinuity, on the contrary, is implicit 
in the basic distinction drawn earlier in this article between the 
functional and genetic questions. The same discontinuity may be 
carried into the genetic scheme itself. For instance, it may be useful 
to single out certain circumstances as background factors and to 
proceed step-by-step to other factors that may become crucial in 
the preparation, decision, and consolidation phases of the process. 

Even in the same country and during the same phase of the 
process, political attitudes are not likely to be spread evenly 
through the population. Dahl, McClosky, and others have found 
that in mature democracies there are marked differences in the 
attitudes of professional politicians and of common citizens.22 Nor 
can we take it for granted that the politicians will all share the same 
attitudes. In so far as democracy is based on conflict, it may take 
two attitudes to make a quarrel. All these differences are likely, 
moreover, to be compounded during the formative period when 
part of the quarrel must ex hypothesi be between democrats and 
nondemocrats. Finally, a dynamic model of the transition must 
allow for the possibility that different groups-e.g., now the citi- 
zens and now the rulers, now the forces in favor of change and now 
those eager to preserve the past-may furnish the crucial impulse 
toward democracy. 
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III 
The methodological argument I have been advancing may be con- 
densed into a number of succinct propositions. 

1. The factors that keep a democracy stable may not be the 
ones that brought it into existence: explanations of democracy 
must distinguish between function and genesis. 
2. Correlation is not the same as causation: a genetic theory 
must concentrate on the latter. 
3. Not all causal links run from social and economic to politi- 
cal factors. 
4. Not all causal links run from beliefs and attitudes to 
actions. 
5. The genesis of democracy need not be geographically uni- 
form: there may be many roads to democracy. 
6. The genesis of democracy need not be temporally uni- 
form: different factors may become crucial during successive 
phases. 
7. The genesis of democracy need not be socially uniform: 
even in the same place and time the attitudes that promote it 
may not be the same for politicians and for common citizens. 

My refrain, like Sportin' Life's, has been, "It ain't necessarily 
so." Each proposition pleads for the lifting of some conventional 
restriction, for the dropping of some simplifying assumption made 
in the previous literature, for the introduction of complicating, 
diversifying factors. If the argument were to conclude on this scep- 
tical note, it would set the researcher completely adrift and make 
the task of constructing a theory of democratic genesis well-nigh 
unmanageable. 

Fortunately, the genetic perspective requires or makes possible 
a number of new restrictions that more than compensate for the 
loss of the seven others. We may continue the listing of summary 
propositions before elaborating this second part of the methodo- 
logical argument. 

8. Empirical data in support of a genetic theory must cover, 
for any given country, a time period from just before until 
just after the advent of democracy. 
9. To examine the logic of transformation within political 
systems, we may leave aside countries where a major impetus 
came from abroad. 
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10. A model or ideal type of the transition may be derived 
from a close examination of two or three empirical cases and 
tested by application to the rest. 

That diachronic data, covering more than a single point in time, 
are essential to any genetic theory should be obvious. Such a 
theory, moreover, must be based on cases where the process is 
substantially complete. Although control data on nondemocracies 
and on abortive and incipient cases may become important at a 
later stage of theorizing, it is more convenient to start out by study- 
ing a phenomenon where it actually has come into existence. The 
"advent" of democracy must not, of course, be understood as 
occurring in a single year. Since the emergence of new social 
groups and the formation of new habits are involved, one genera- 
tion is probably the minimum period of transition. In countries 
that had no earlier models to emulate, the transition is likely to 
have come even more slowly. In Britain, for example, it may be 
argued that it began before 1640 and was not accomplished until 
1918. For an initial set of hypotheses, however, it may be best to 
turn to countries where the process occurred relatively rapidly. 

The study of democratic transitions will take the political scien- 
tist deeper into history than he has commonly been willing to go. 
This implies many changes in method-beginning with suitable 
substitutions for survey data and for interviews. Even reliable sta- 
tistics are harder to come by early in any democratic experiment. 
The United States Constitution (Article 1, Section 2) reminds us 
that our decennial census was introduced at that very time so that 
we might begin to govern ourselves by an accurate count of noses. 

Whatever the difficulties in the vastly increased use of historical 
data by social scientists, at least three arguments can be made in 
extenuation and encouragement. Man did not become a political 
animal in 1960 or in 1945, as much of our recent literature pretends 
to suppose. History, to paraphrase Georges Clemenceau, is far too 
important a topic to be left just to historians. And recently scholars 
in comparative politics have turned with increasing zest to his- 
torical themes. The list includes Almond, Leonard Binder, Dahl, 
Samuel P. Huntington, Lipset, Robert E. Ward, and Myron Weiner 
-not to speak of those like Friedrich and Deutsch to whom a 
political-historical perspective was natural to start with.23 

23 Almond, current study on nineteenth-century Britain; Leonard Binder, ed. 
Politics in Lebanon (New York, 1966); Dahl, see nn. 4, 7, and 8; Karl W. 
Deutsch, Nationalism and Social Communication (New York, 1953) and 
Deutsch et al., Political Community and the North Atlantic Area (Princeton, 
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The next restriction-the omission early in the inquiry of cases 
where the major impulse to democratization came from the outside 
-is in accord with the conventional division of labor between 
the subfields of comparative politics and international relations. 
There are topics such as the theory of modernization where that 
division should be transcended from the start.24 In tracing the 
origins of democracy, too, both perspectives may be applied at 
once, as witness the suggestive work of Louis Hartz, the masterly 
synthesis by Robert Palmer, and the current research by Robert 
Ward on Japanese-American interaction in the shaping of the 1947 
constitution.25 But for a first attempt at a general theory it may be 
preferable to stick to countries where the transition occurred 
mainly within a single system. 

To speak of "major impulses from outside" or transitions 
"mainly within the system" acknowledges that foreign influences 
are almost always present. Throughout history, warfare has been 
a major democratizing force, because it has made necessary the 
marshalling of additional human resources.26 Democratic ideas, 
moreover, have proved infectious whether in the days of Rousseau 
or of John F. Kennedy. And the violent overthrow of one oligarchy 
(e.g., France in 1830, Germany in 1918) has often frightened another 
into peaceful surrender (e.g., Britain in 1832, Sweden in 1918). 
From such ever present international influences we may distinguish 
situations where people arriving from abroad took an active part 
in the internal political process of democratization. A theory of 
democratic origins, that is to say, should leave aside at the begin- 
ning those countries where military occupation played a major role 
(postwar Germany and Japan), where democratic institutions or 
attitudes were brought along by immigrants (Australia and New 
Zealand), or where in these and other ways immigration played a 
major role (Canada, the United States, and Israel). 

1957); Carl J. Friedrich, Constitutional Government and Democracy (Boston, 
1950); Samuel P. Huntington, "Political Modernization: America vs. Europe," 
World Politics, XVIII (April 1966); S. M. Lipset, The First New Nation (New 
York, 1963), and Lipset and Stein Rokkan, eds. Party Systems and Voter Align- 
ments (New York, 1967); Robert E. Ward and D. A. Rustow, eds. Political 
Modernization in Japan and Turkey (Princeton, 1964); Myron Weiner, current 
study on nineteenth-century social history of the Balkans. 

4 In this combination lies the strength of Cyril E. Black's Dynamics of 
Modernization (New York, 1966) compared to most of the other literature on 
the subject. 

25 Louis Hartz et al., The Founding of New Societies (New York, 1964); R. R. 
Palmer, The Age of the Democratic Revolution, 2 vols. (Princeton, 1959-64). 

26 See, e.g., Bertrand de Jouvenel, On Power (New York, 1948). 
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The preference expressed earlier for relatively rapid instances 
of transition and the omission of immigrant countries amount to 
a very serious restriction, for they leave out of account, at this first 
stage of theorizing, all the English-speaking democracies. The 
reasons, however, seem cogent. Indeed, it may well be that Ameri- 
can social scientists have added to their difficulties in understand- 
ing transitions to democracy by paying undue attention to Britain 
and the United States, which for the reasons just suggested prove 
to be among the hardest instances to analyze in genetic terms. The 
total of eight provisional exclusions still leaves (among extant 
democracies) about twenty-three cases on which to base a com- 
parative analysis, thirteen of which are in Europe: Austria, Bel- 
gium, Ceylon, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Iceland, Ireland, India, Italy, Lebanon, Luxembourg, Neth- 
erlands, Norway, Philippines, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, Uru- 
guay, Venezuela.27 

Among these twenty-odd democracies, the last methodological 
proposition urges an even narrower selection at this preliminary 
stage of theorizing. What is here involved is a choice between 
three research strategies: inclusion of all relevant cases, concen- 
tration on a single country, or some intermediate course. 

Completeness is of course desirable, and all the more so where 
the "universe" consists of no more than twenty or thirty cases. But 
the more nearly complete the coverage, the shallower it will have 
to be. The number of possible variables is so enormous (economic 
conditions, social cleavages, political alignments, psychological 
attitudes) that they could be handled only by means of the kind of 
simplifying assumptions that we rejected earlier on logical 
grounds. A test, no matter how complete, of a fallacious set of 
propositions would hardly yield convincing results. 

The country monograph would avoid this danger. Nor does it 
deliberately have to be antitheoretical or "merely descriptive." 
Any country study nevertheless sacrifices the advantages of com- 
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No such study can tell us which strands in a tangle of empirical 
factors represent the development of democracy and which the 
national idiosyncrasies of Monographistan. 

The middle course avoids the twin dangers of inconclusive 
scholasticism and of fact-grubbing. Instead, it can offer a more 
balanced and hence more fruitful blend of theory and empiricism. 
The many possible variables that can affect the origins of democ- 
racy and the even more complex relations among them can best be 
sorted out by looking at their total configuration in a limited num- 
ber of cases-perhaps no more than two or three at the start. What 
will emerge from this exercise is a model, or as Weber used to call 
it, an "ideal type," of the transition from oligarchy to democracy. 
Being an ideal type, it deliberately highlights certain features of 
empirical reality and deliberately distorts, simplifies, or omits 
others. Like any such construct, it must be judged initially by its 
internal coherence and plausibility but ultimately by its fruitful- 
ness in suggesting hypotheses applicable to a wide variety of other 
empirical cases.28 It is at this further stage of testing that the de- 
mand for completeness comes once again into its own. 

The model I should like to sketch in the next few pages is based 
in large part on my studies of Sweden, a Western country that 
made the transition to democracy in the period from 1890 to 1920, 
and of Turkey, a Westernizing country where that process began 
about 1945 and is still underway. The choice of these two is acci- 
dental-except in terms of an autobiographical account for which 
this is not the occasion. I am now in the early stages of a study that 
will seek to refine the same set of hypotheses in the light of mate- 
rials from a slightly larger and less arbitrary selection of countries. 

IV 
A. Background Condition The model starts with a single back- 
ground condition-national unity. This implies nothing mysterious 
about Blut und Boden or daily pledges of allegiance, about personal 
identity in the psychoanalyst's sense, or about a grand political 
purpose pursued by the citizenry as a whole. It simply means that 
the vast majority of citizens in a democracy-to-be must have no 
doubt or mental reservations as to which political community they 
belong to. This excludes situations of latent secession, as in the 
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late Habsburg and Ottoman Empires or in many African states 
today, and, conversely, situations of serious aspirations for merger 
as in many Arab states. Democracy is a system of rule by tempo- 
rary majorities. In order that rulers and policies may freely change, 
the boundaries must endure, the composition of the citizenry be 
continuous. As Ivor Jennings phrased it tersely, "the people cannot 
decide until somebody decides who are the people."29 

National unity is listed as a background condition in the sense 
that it must precede all the other phases of democratization but 
that otherwise its timing is irrelevant. It may have been achieved 
in prehistoric times, as in Japan or Sweden; or it may have pre- 
ceded the other phases by centuries, as in France, or by decades, as 
in Turkey. 

Nor does it matter by what means national unity has been estab- 
lished. The geographic situation may be such that no serious alter- 
native has ever arisen-Japan once again being the best example. 
Or a sense of nationality may be the product of a sudden intensifi- 
cation of social communication in a new idiom developed for the 
purpose. On the other hand, it may be the legacy of some dynastic 
or administrative process of unification. The various hypotheses 
proposed by Deutsch clearly become relevant here.30 

I have argued elsewhere that in an age of modernization men 
are unlikely to feel a preponderant sense of loyalty except to a 
political community large enough to achieve some considerable 
degree of modernity in its social and economic life.31 This sort of 
hypothesis must be examined as part of a theory of nationhood, not 
of one of democratic development. What matters in the present 
context is only the result. 

I hesitate to call this result a consensus, for at least two reasons. 
First, national unity, as Deutsch argues, is the product less of 
shared attitudes and opinions than of responsiveness and comple- 
mentarity. Second, "consensus" connotes consciously held opinion 
and deliberate agreement. The background condition, however, is 
best fulfilled when national unity is accepted unthinkingly, is 
silently taken for granted. Any vocal consensus about national 
unity, in fact, should make us wary. Most of the rhetoric of na- 

29 W, Ivor Jennings, The Approach to Self-Government (Cambridge, 1956), 
p. 56. 

30 Deutsch, Nationalism and Social Communication; Deutsch et al., Political 
Community and the North Atlantic Area. 

31 Rustow, A World of Nations, pp. 30ff. and International Encyclopedia of 
the Social Sciences, s.v. "Nation." 
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the boundaries must endure, the composition of the citizenry be 
continuous. As Ivor Jennings phrased it tersely, "the people cannot 
decide until somebody decides who are the people."29 

National unity is listed as a background condition in the sense 
that it must precede all the other phases of democratization but 
that otherwise its timing is irrelevant. It may have been achieved 
in prehistoric times, as in Japan or Sweden; or it may have pre- 
ceded the other phases by centuries, as in France, or by decades, as 
in Turkey. 

Nor does it matter by what means national unity has been estab- 
lished. The geographic situation may be such that no serious alter- 
native has ever arisen-Japan once again being the best example. 
Or a sense of nationality may be the product of a sudden intensifi- 
cation of social communication in a new idiom developed for the 
purpose. On the other hand, it may be the legacy of some dynastic 
or administrative process of unification. The various hypotheses 
proposed by Deutsch clearly become relevant here.30 

I have argued elsewhere that in an age of modernization men 
are unlikely to feel a preponderant sense of loyalty except to a 
political community large enough to achieve some considerable 
degree of modernity in its social and economic life.31 This sort of 
hypothesis must be examined as part of a theory of nationhood, not 
of one of democratic development. What matters in the present 
context is only the result. 

I hesitate to call this result a consensus, for at least two reasons. 
First, national unity, as Deutsch argues, is the product less of 
shared attitudes and opinions than of responsiveness and comple- 
mentarity. Second, "consensus" connotes consciously held opinion 
and deliberate agreement. The background condition, however, is 
best fulfilled when national unity is accepted unthinkingly, is 
silently taken for granted. Any vocal consensus about national 
unity, in fact, should make us wary. Most of the rhetoric of na- 
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tionalism has poured from the lips of people who felt least secure 
in their sense of national identity-Germans and Italians in the 
past century and Arabs and Africans in the present, never English- 
men, Swedes, or Japanese. 

To single out national unity as the sole background condition 
implies that no minimal level of economic development or social 
differentiation is necessary as a prerequisite to democracy. These 
social and economic factors enter the model only indirectly as one 
of several alternative bases for national unity or for entrenched 
conflict (see B below). Those social and economic indicators that 
authors are fond of citing as "background conditions" seem some- 
what implausible at any rate. There are always nondemocracies 
that rank suspiciously high, such as Kuwait, Nazi Germany, Cuba, 
or Congo-Kinshasa. Conversely, the United States in 1820, France 
in 1870, and Sweden in 1890 would have been sure to fail one or 
another of the proposed tests of urbanization or per capita income 
-not to speak of newspaper copies in circulation, or doctors, 
movies, and telephones available to each one thousand inhabitants. 

The model thus deliberately leaves open the possibility of de- 
mocracies (properly so called) in premodern, prenationalist times 
and at low levels of economic development. To find a meaningful 
definition of democracy that would cover modern parliamentary 
systems along with medieval forest cantons, ancient city states 
(the ones where slavery and metics were absent), and some of the 
pre-Colombian Indians may prove difficult. It is not a task that 
forms part of the present project; still, I should not like to foreclose 
the attempt. 

B. Preparatory Phase I hypothesize that, against this single 
background condition, the dynamic process of democratization it- 
self is set off by a prolonged and inconclusive political struggle. 
To give it those qualities, the protagonists must represent well- 
entrenched forces (typically social classes), and the issues must 
have profound meaning to them. Such a struggle is likely to begin 
as the result of the emergence of a new elite that arouses a 
depressed and previously leaderless social group into concerted 
action. Yet the particular social composition of the contending 
forces, both leaders and followers, and the specific nature of the 
issues will vary widely from one country to the next and in the 
same country from period to period. 

In Sweden at the turn of the century, it was a struggle first of 
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farmers and then of an urban lower-middle and working class 
against a conservative alliance of bureaucrats, large landowners, 
and industrialists; and the issues were tariffs, taxation, military 
service, and suffrage. In Turkey in the last twenty years it has 
mainly been a contest of countryside versus city, more precisely 
of large and middling-size farmers (supported by most of the 
peasant electorate) against the heirs of the Kemalist bureaucratic- 
military establishment; the central issue has been industrialization 
versus agricultural development. In both these examples, economic 
factors have been of prime importance, yet the direction of cau- 
sality has varied. In Sweden, it was a period of intense economic 
development that created new political tensions; at one crucial 
point, rising wages enabled the Stockholm workers to overcome the 
existing tax barrier for the franchise. In Turkey, conversely, the 
demand for rural development was the consequence, not the cause, 
of beginning democratization.32 

There may be situations where economic factors have played a 
much lesser role. In India and in the Philippines the prolonged 
contest between nationalist forces and an imperial bureaucracy 
over the issue of self-government may have served the same pre- 
paratory function as did class conflict elsewhere. In Lebanon the 
continuing struggle is mainly between denominational groups and 
the stakes are mainly government offices. Although political strug- 
gles of this sort naturally have their economic dimensions, only a 
doctrinaire economic determinist would derive colonialism or re- 
ligious divisions from solely economic causes. 

James Bryce found in his classic comparative study that, "One 
road only has in the past led into democracy, viz., the wish to be 
rid of tangible evils.33 Democracy was not the original or primary 
aim; it was sought as a means to some other end or it came as a 
fortuitous byproduct of the struggle. But, since the tangible evils 

32 For developments in Sweden see Rustow, The Politics of Compromise: A 
Study of Parties and Cabinet Government in Sweden (Princeton, 1955), Chs. 
1-3, and Douglas A. Verney, Parliamentary Reform in Sweden, 1866-1921 (Ox- 
ford, 1957). On Turkey see Ward and Rustow and the following essays by 
Rustow: "Politics and Islam in Turkey," in R. N. Frye, ed. Islam and the West 
(The Hague, 1957), pp. 69-107; "Turkey: The Tradition of Modernity," in 
Lucian W. Pye and Verba, eds. Political Culture and Political Development 
(Princeton, 1965), pp. 171-198; "The Development of Parties in Turkey," in 
Joseph LaPalombara and Myron Weiner, eds. Political Parties and Political 
Development (Princeton, 1966), pp. 107-133; and "Politics and Development 
Policy," in F. C. Shorter, ed. Four Studies in the Economic Development of 
Turkey (London, 1967), pp. 5-31. 

33 James Bryce, Modern Democracies (London, 1921), vol. 2, p. 602. 
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that befall human societies are legion, Bryce's single road dissolves 
into many separate paths. No two existing democracies have gone 
through a struggle between the very same forces over the same 
issues and with the same institutional outcome. Hence, it seems 
unlikely that any future democracy will follow in the precise foot- 
steps of any of its predecessors. As Albert Hirschman has warned 
in his discussion of economic development, the search for ever 
more numerous preconditions or prerequisites may end up by 
proving conclusively that development always will be impossible- 
and always has been.34 

More positively, Hirschman and other economists have argued 
that a country can best launch into a phase of growth not by slav- 
ishly imitating the example of nations already industrialized, but 
rather by making the most of its particular natural and human 
resources and by fitting these accurately into the international 
division of labor.35 Similarly, a country is likely to attain democ- 
racy not by copying the constitutional laws or parliamentary prac- 
tices of some previous democracy, but rather by honestly facing 
up to its particular conflicts and by devising or adapting effective 
procedures for their accommodation. 

The serious and prolonged nature of the struggle is likely to force 
the protagonists to rally around two banners. Hence polarization, 
rather than pluralism, is the hallmark of this preparatory phase. 
Yet there are limitations implicit in the requirement of national 
unity-which, of course, must not only preexist but also continue. 
If the division is on sharply regional lines, secession rather than 
democracy is likely to result. Even among contestants geographi- 
cally interspersed there must be some sense of community or some 
even balance of forces that makes wholesale expulsion or genocide 
impossible. The Turks are beginning to develop a set of democratic 
practices among themselves, but fifty years ago they did not deal 
democratically with Armenians or Greeks. Crosscutting cleavages 
have their place in this preparatory phase as a possible means of 
strengthening or preserving that sense of community. 

Dahl notes wistfully that "one perennial problem of opposition 
is that there is either too much or too little."36 The first two ele- 

34 Albert 0. Hirschman, Journeys Toward Progress (New York, 1963), pp. 6ff. 
35 Ibid., and Hirschman, The Strategy of Economic Development (New 

Haven, 1958), and Hirschman, "Obstacles to Development: A Classification 
and a Quasi-Vanishing Act," Economic Development and Cultural Change, 
XIII (July 1965), 385-393. 

36 Dahl et al., Political Oppositions in Western Democracies, p. 397. 
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ments of the model between them will ensure that there is the right 
amount. But struggle and national unity cannot simply be averaged 
out, since they cannot be measured along the same scale. Strong 
doses of both must be combined, just as it may be possible to 
combine sharp polarization with crosscutting cleavages. Further- 
more, as Mary Parker Follett, Lewis A. Coser, and others have 
insisted, certain types of conflict in themselves constitute creative 
processes of integration.37 What infant democracy requires is not a 
lukewarm struggle but a hot family feud. 

This delicate combination implies, of course, that many things 
can go wrong during the preparatory phase. The fight may go on 
and on till the protagonists weary and the issues fade away without 
the emergence of any democratic solution along the way. Or one 
group may find a way of crushing the opponents after all. In these 
and other ways an apparent evolution toward democracy may be 
deflected, and at no time more easily than during the preparatory 
phase. 

C. Decision Phase Robert Dahl has written that, "Legal party 
opposition ... is a recent and unplanned invention."38 This accords 
with Bryce's emphasis on the redress of specific grievances as 
democracy's vehicle and with the assumption here that the transi- 
tion to democracy is a complex process stretching over many dec- 
ades. But it does not rule out suffrage or freedom of opposition as 
conscious goals in the preparatory struggle. Nor does it suggest 
that a country ever becomes a democracy in a fit of absentminded- 
ness. On the contrary, what concludes the preparatory phase is a 
deliberate decision on the part of political leaders to accept the 
existence of diversity in unity and, to that end, to institutionalize 
some crucial aspect of democratic procedure. Such was the deci- 
sion in 1907, which I have called the "Great Compromise" of 
Swedish politics, to adopt universal suffrage combined with pro- 

37 Mary Parker Follett, The New State (New York, 1918), and Creative 
Experience (New York, 1924); Lewis A. Coser, The Function of Social Conflict 
(Glencoe, 1956), p. 121 and passim. A widespread contrary position has re- 
cently been restated by Edward Shils, who writes in reference to Lebanon: 
"Civility will not be strengthened by crisis. It can only grow slowly and in a 
calm atmosphere. The growth of civility is a necessary condition for Lebanon's 
development. . . into a genuinely democratic system" (in Binder et al., Politics 
in Lebanon, p. 10). I find it hard to think of situations where there have been 
any notable advances in either civility or democracy except as the result of 
crisis. 

38 Dahl et al., Political Oppositions in Western Democracies, p. xi. 
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portional representation.39 Instead of a single decision there may 
be several. In Britain, as is well-known, the principle of limited 
government was laid down in the compromise of 1688, cabinet 
government evolved in the eighteenth century, and suffrage reform 
was launched as late as 1832. Even in Sweden, the dramatic change 
of 1907 was followed by the further suffrage reform of 1918 which 
also confirmed the principle of cabinet government. 

Whether democracy is purchased wholesale as in Sweden in 
1907 or on the installment plan as in Britain, it is acquired by a 
process of conscious decision at least on the part of the top political 
leadership. Politicians are specialists in power, and a fundamental 
power shift such as that from oligarchy to democracy will not 
escape their notice. 

Decision means choice, and while the choice of democracy does 
not arise until the background and preparatory conditions are in 
hand, it is a genuine choice and does not flow automatically from 
those two conditions. The history of Lebanon illustrates the possi- 
bilities of benevolent autocracy or of foreign rule as alternative 
solutions to entrenched struggles within a political community.40 
And of course a decision in favor of democracy, or some crucial 
ingredient of it, may be proposed and rejected-thus leading to a 
continuation of the preparatory phase or to some sort of abortive 
outcome. 

The decision in favor of democracy results from the interplay of 
a number of forces. Since precise terms must be negotiated and 
heavy risks with regard to the future taken, a small circle of leaders 
is likely to play a disproportionate role. Among the negotiating 
groups and their leaders may be the protagonists of the preparatory 
struggle. Other participants may include groups that split off from 
one or the other side or new arrivals on the political stage. In 
Sweden these new and intermediate groups played a crucial role. 
Conservatives and Radicals (led by industrialists on one side and 
intellectuals on the other) had sharpened and crystallized the is- 
sues throughout the 1890s. Then came a period of stalemate when 
discipline in all the recently formed parliamentary parties broke 
down-a sort of randomization process in which many compro- 
mises, combinations, and permutations were devised and explored. 
The formula that carried the day in 1907 included crucial contribu- 
tions from a moderately conservative bishop and a moderately 
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liberal farmer, neither of whom played a very prominent role in 
politics before or after this decision phase. 

Just as there can be different types of sponsors and different 
contents of the decision, so the motives from which it is proposed 
and accepted will vary from case to case. The forces of conserva- 
tism may yield from fear that continued resistance may lose them 
even more ground in the end. (Such thoughts were on the minds of 
British Whigs in 1832 and of Swedish conservatives in 1907.) Or 
they may belatedly wish to live up to principles long proclaimed; 
such was the Turkish transition to a multiparty system announced 
by President Inonii in 1945. The radicals may accept the compro- 
mise as a first installment, confident that time is on their side and 
that future installments are bound to follow. Both conservatives 
and radicals may feel exhausted from a long struggle or fearful of 
a civil war. This consideration is likely to loom large if they have 
been through such a war in recent memory. As Barrington Moore 
has aptly proposed, the English civil war was a crucial "contribu- 
tion of early violence to later gradualism."41 In short, democracy, 
like any collective human action, is likely to stem from a large 
variety of mixed motives. 

The decision phase may well be considered an act of deliberate, 
explicit consensus. But, once again, this somewhat nebulous term 
should be carefully considered and perhaps replaced with less am- 
biguous synonyms. First of all, as Bryce suggests, the democratic 
content of the decision may be incidental to other substantive 
issues. Second, in so far as it is a genuine compromise it will seem 
second-best to all major parties involved-it certainly will not 
represent any agreement on fundamentals. Third, even on pro- 
cedures there are likely to be continuing differences of preference. 
Universal suffrage with proportional representation, the content 
of the Swedish compromise of 1907, was about equally distasteful 
to the conservatives (who would rather have continued the old 
plutocratic voting system) and to the liberals and socialists (who 
wanted majority rule undiluted by proportional representation). 
What matters at the decision stage is not what values the leaders 
hold dear in the abstract, but what concrete steps they are willing 
to take. Fourth, the agreement worked out by the leaders is far 
from universal. It must be transmitted to the professional politi- 
cians and to the citizenry at large. These are two aspects of the 
final, or habituation, phase of the model. 

41 Barrington Moore, Jr., Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy 
(Boston, 1966), p. 3. 
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D. Habituation Phase A distasteful decision, once made, is 
likely to seem more palatable as one is forced to live with it. Every- 
day experience can supply concrete illustrations of this probability 
for each of us. Festinger's theory of "cognitive dissonance" sup- 
plies a technical explanation and experimental support.42 Democ- 
racy, moreover, is by definition a competitive process, and this 
competition gives an edge to those who can rationalize their com- 
mitment to it, and an even greater edge to those who sincerely 
believe in it. The transformation of the Swedish Conservative 
Party from 1918 to 1936 vividly illustrates the point. After two 
decades those leaders who had grudgingly put up with democracy 
or pragmatically accepted it retired or died and were replaced by 
others who sincerely believed in it. Similarly, in Turkey there is a 
remarkable change from the leadership of Ismet Inonii, who pro- 
moted democracy out of a sense of duty, and Adnan Menderes, 
who saw in it an unprecedented vehicle for his ambition, to 
younger leaders in each of their parties who understand democracy 
more fully and embrace it more wholeheartedly. In short, the very 
process of democracy institutes a double process of Darwinian 
selectivity in favor of convinced democrats: one among parties in 
general elections and the other among politicians vying for leader- 
ship within these parties. 

But politics consists not only of competition for office. It is, 
above all, a process for resolving conflicts within human groups- 
whether these arise from the clash of interests or from uncertainty 
about the future. A new political regime is a novel prescription for 
taking joint chances on the unknown. With its basic practice of 
multilateral debate, democracy in particular involves a process of 
trial and error, a joint learning experience. The first grand com- 
promise that establishes democracy, if it proves at all viable, is in 
itself a proof of the efficacy of the principle of conciliation and 
accommodation. The first success, therefore, may encourage con- 
tending political forces and their leaders to submit other major 
questions to resolution by democratic procedures. 

In Sweden, for instance, there had been a general political stale- 
mate in the last third of the nineteenth century over the prime 
issues of the day-the taxation and conscription systems inherited 
from the sixteenth century. But in the two decades after 1918, when 
democracy was fully adopted by the Swedes, a whole host of thorny 
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democracy was fully adopted by the Swedes, a whole host of thorny 
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questions was wittingly or unwittingly resolved. The Social Demo- 
crats surrendered their earlier pacifism, anticlericalism, and re- 
publicanism, as well as the demand for nationalization of industry 
(although they found it hard to admit this last point). The conserva- 
tives, once staunchly nationalist, endorsed Swedish participation in 
international organizations. Above all, conservatives and liberals 
fully accepted government intervention in the economy and the 
social welfare state. 

Of course, the spiral that in Sweden went upward to greater and 
greater successes for the democratic process may also go down- 
ward. A conspicuous failure to resolve some urgent political ques- 
tion will damage the prospects of democracy; if such a failure comes 
early in the habituation phase, it may prove fatal. 

Surveying the evolution of political debate and conflict in the 
Western democracies over the last century, it is striking to observe 
the difference between social and economic issues, which democ- 
racies handled with comparative ease, and issues of community, 
which have proved far more troublesome.43 With the advantage 
of a century's hindsight, it is easy to see that Marx's estimate was 
wrong at crucial points. In nationality he saw a cloak for bourgeois 
class interests. He denounced religion as the opiate of the masses. 
In economics, by contrast, he foresaw very real and increasingly 
bitter struggles that would end by bringing bourgeois democracy 
crashing down. But in fact democracy has proved most effective in 
resolving political questions where the major divisions have been 
social and economic, as in Britain, Australia, New Zealand, and the 
Scandinavian countries. It has been the fight among religious, 
national, and racial groups, instead, that has proved most tenacious 
and has caused recurrent bitterness, as in Belgium, Holland, Can- 
ada, and the United States. 

The reasons are not hard to find. On the socioeconomic front 
Marxism itself became a sufficient force in Europe to serve to some 
extent as a self-disconfirming prophecy. But beyond this there is a 
fundamental difference in the nature of the issues. On matters of 
economic policy and social expenditures you can always split the 
difference. In an expanding economy, you can even have it both 
ways: the contest for higher wages, profits, consumer savings, and 
social welfare payments can be turned into a positive-sum game. 
But there is no middle position between Flemish and French as 
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official languages, or between Calvinism, Catholicism, and secular- 
ism as principles of education. The best you can get here is an 
"inclusive compromise"44-a log-rolling deal whereby some gov- 
ernment offices speak French and some Flemish, or some children 
are taught according to Aquinas, some, Calvin, and some, Voltaire. 
Such a solution may partly depoliticize the question. Yet it 
also entrenches the differences instead of removing them, and 
accordingly it may convert political conflict into a form of trench 
warfare. 

The difficulty that democracy finds in resolving issues of com- 
munity emphasizes the importance of national unity as the 'back- 
ground condition of the democratization process. The hardest 
struggles in a democracy are those against the birth defects of the 
political community. 

The transition to democracy, it was suggested earlier, may 
require some common attitudes and some distinct attitudes on 
the part of the politician and of the common citizen. The distinc- 
tion is already apparent during the decision phase when the leaders 
search for compromise while their followers wearily uphold the 
banners of the old struggle. It becomes even more readily apparent 
during the habituation phase, when three sorts of process are at 
work. First, both politicians and citizens learn from the successful 
resolution of some issues to place their faith in the new rules and 
to apply them to new issues. Their trust will grow more quickly if, 
in the early decades of the new regime, a wide variety of political 
tendencies can participate in the conduct of affairs, either by join- 
ing various coalitions or by taking turns as government and oppo- 
sition. Second, as we just saw, experience with democratic tech- 
niques and competitive recruitment will confirm the politicians 
in their democratic practices and beliefs. Third, the population at 
large will become firmly fitted into the new structure by the forg- 
ing of effective links of party organization that connect the poli- 
ticians in the capital with the mass electorate throughout the 
country. 

These party organizations may be a direct continuation of those 
that were active during the preparatory, or conflict, phase of 
democratization, and a suffrage extension at the time of the demo- 
cratic "decision" may now have given them a free field. It is pos- 
sible, on the other hand, that no parties with a broad popular base 
emerged during the conflict phase and that the suffrage extension 
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was very limited. Even under such conditions of partial democrati- 
zation of the political structure, a competitive dynamic that com- 
pletes the process may have been set off. The parliamentary parties 
will seek support from constituency organizations to insure a 
steady supply of members for their group in future parliaments. 
Now this and now that political group may see a chance to steal a 
march on its opponents by enlarging the electorate or by removing 
other obstacles to majority control. This, roughly, would seem to 
have been the nature of British developments between 1832 and 
1918. Complete democratization, of course, is the only logical 
stopping point for such a dynamic. 

V 
The model here presented makes three broad assertions. First, it 
says that certain ingredients are indispensable to the genesis 
of democracy. For one thing, there must be a sense of national 
unity. For another, there must be entrenched and serious conflict. 
For a third, there must be a conscious adoption of democratic rules. 
And, finally, both politicians and electorate must be habituated to 
these rules. 

Secondly, the model asserts that these ingredients must be 
assembled one at a time. Each task has its own logic and each has 
its natural protagonists-a network of administrators or a group 
of nationalist literati for the task of unification, a mass movement 
of the lower class, perhaps led by upper class dissidents, for the 
task of preparatory struggle, a small circle of political leaders 
skilled at negotiation and compromise for the formulation of demo- 
cratic rules, and a variety of organization men and their organiza- 
tions for the task of habituation. The model thus abandons the 
quest for "functional requisites" of democracy; for such a quest 
heaps all these tasks together and thus makes the total job of 
democratization quite unmanageable. The argument here is anal- 
ogous to that which has been made by Hirschman and others 
against the theory of balanced economic growth. These economists 
do not deny that the transition from a primitive subsistence econ- 
omy to a mature industrial society involves changes on all fronts 
-in working skills, in capital formation, in the distribution system, 
in consumption habits, in the monetary system, and so forth. But 
they insist that any country that attempted all these tasks at once 
would in practice find itself totally paralysed-that the stablest 
balance is that of stagnation. Hence the economic developer's 
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democratization quite unmanageable. The argument here is anal- 
ogous to that which has been made by Hirschman and others 
against the theory of balanced economic growth. These economists 
do not deny that the transition from a primitive subsistence econ- 
omy to a mature industrial society involves changes on all fronts 
-in working skills, in capital formation, in the distribution system, 
in consumption habits, in the monetary system, and so forth. But 
they insist that any country that attempted all these tasks at once 
would in practice find itself totally paralysed-that the stablest 
balance is that of stagnation. Hence the economic developer's 
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problem, in their view, becomes one of finding backward and 
forward "linkages," that is, of devising a manageable sequence 
of tasks. 

Thirdly, the model does suggest one such sequence from national 
unity as background, through struggle, compromise, and habitua- 
tion, to democracy. The cogency of this sequence is brought home 
by a deviant development in Turkey in the years after 1945. The 
Turkish commitment to democracy was made in the absence of 
prior overt conflict between major social groups or their leading 
elites. In 1950 there was the first change of government as the 
result of a new electoral majority, but in the next decade there was 
a drift back into authoritarian practices on the part of this newly 
elected party, and in 1960-1961 the democratic experiment was 
interrupted by a military coup. These developments are not uncon- 
nected: Turkey paid the price in 1960 for having received its first 
democratic regime as a free gift from the hands of a dictator. But 
after 1961 there was a further evolution in the more appropriate 
sequence. The crisis of 1960-1961 had made social and political 
conflict far more acceptable, and a full range of social and eco- 
nomic issues was debated for the first time. The conflict that shaped 
up was between the military on one side and the spokesmen of the 
agrarian majority on the other-and the compromise between these 
two allowed the resumption of the democratic experiment on a 
more secure basis by 1965. 

In the interests of parsimony, the basic ingredients of the model 
have been kept to four, and the social circumstances or psycho- 
logical motivations that may furnish each of them have been left 
wide open. Specifically, the model rejects what are sometimes 
proposed as preconditions of democracy, e.g., high levels of eco- 
nomic and social development or a prior consensus either on 
fundamentals or on the rules. Economic growth may be one of the 
circumstances that produces the tensions essential to the prepara- 
tory or conflict phase-but there are other circumstances that 
might also serve. Mass education and social welfare services are 
more likely to be the result of democratization. 

Consensus on fundamentals is an implausible precondition. A 
people who were not in conflict about some rather fundamental 
matters would have little need to devise democracy's elaborate 
rules for conflict resolution. And the acceptance of those rules is 
logically a part of the transition process rather than its prerequisite. 
The present model transfers various aspects of consensus from the 
quiescent state of preconditions to that of active elements in the 
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process. I here follow the lead of Bernard Crick, who has strikingly 
written: 

... It is often thought that for this "master science" [i.e., demo- 
cratic politics] to function, there must already be in existence some 
shared idea of a "common good," some "consensus" or consensus 
juris. But this common good is itself the process of practical recon- 
ciliation of the interests of the various . . . aggregates, or groups 
which compose a state; it is not some external and intangible 
spiritual adhesive. . . . Diverse groups hold together, firstly, be- 
cause they have a common interest in sheer survival, and, secondly, 
because they practise politics-not because they agree about 'fun- 
damentals,' or some such concept too vague, too personal, or too 
divine ever to do the job of politics for it. The moral consensus of a 
free state is not something mysteriously prior to or above politics: 
it is the activity (the civilizing activity) of politics itself.45 

The basis of democracy is not maximum consensus. It is the 
tenuous middle ground between imposed uniformity (such as 
would lead to some sort of tyranny) and implacable hostility (of a 
kind that would disrupt the community in civil war or secession). 
In the process of genesis of democracy, an element of what might 
be termed consensus enters at three points at least. There must be 
a prior sense of community, preferably a sense of community 
quietly taken for granted that is above mere opinion and mere 
agreement. There must be a conscious adoption of democratic 
rules, but they must not be so much believed in as applied, first 
perhaps from necessity and gradually from habit. The very opera- 
tion of these rules will enlarge the area of consensus step-by-step 
as democracy moves down its crowded agenda. 

But new issues will always emerge and new conflicts threaten 
the newly won agreements. The characteristic procedures of de- 
mocracy include campaign oratory, the election of candidates, par- 
liamentary divisions, votes of confidence and of censure-a host of 
devices, in short, for expressing conflict and thereby resolving it. 
The essence of democracy is the habit of dissension and concilia- 
tion over ever-changing issues and amidst ever-changing align- 
ments. Totalitarian rulers must enforce unanimity on fundamentals 
and on procedures before they can get down to other business. By 
contrast, democracy is that form of government that derives its just 
powers from the dissent of up to one half of the governed. 
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CONSTITUTIONAL CHOICES 
FOR NEW DEMOCRACIES 

A r e n d  L i jphar t  

Arend Lijphart, professor of political science at the University of 
California at San Diego, is a specialist in comparative politics whose 
current research involves the comparative study of democratic regimes 
and electoral systems. His most recent books are Democracies: Patterns 
of Majoritarian and Consensus Government in Twenty-One Countries 
(1984), Power-Sharing in South Africa (1985), and, coedited with 
Bernard Grofman, Choosing an Electoral System: Issues and Alternatives 
(1984) and Electoral Laws and Their Political Consequences (1986). This 
essay is a revised version of a paper first presented to the Philippine 
Council for Foreign Relations. 

Two fundamental choices that confront architects of new democratic 
constitutions are those between plurality elections and proportional 
representation (PR) and between parliamentary and presidential forms of 
government. The merits of presidentialism and parliamentarism were 
extensively debated by Juan J. Linz, Seymour Martin Lipset, and Donald 
L. Horowitz in the Fall 1990 issue of the Journal of Democracy. ~ I 
strongly concur with Horowitz's contention that the electoral system is 
an equally vital element in democratic constitutional design, and therefore 
that it is of crucial importance to evaluate these two sets of choices in 
relation with each other. Such an analysis, as I will try to show, 
indicates that the combination of parliamentarism with proportional 
representation should be an especially attractive one to newly democratic 
and democratizing countries. 

The comparative study of democracies has shown that the type of 
electoral system is significantly related to the development of a country's 
party system, its type of executive (one-party vs. coalition cabinets), and 
the relationship between its executive and legislature. Countries that use 
the plurality method of election (almost always applied, at the national 
level, in single-member districts) are likely to have two-party systems, 
one-party governments, and executives that are dominant in relation to 
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their legislatures. These are the main characteristics of the Westminster 
or majoritarian model of democracy, in which power is concentrated in 
the hands of the majority party. Conversely, PR is likely to be associated 
with multiparty systems, coalition governments (including, in many cases, 
broad and inclusive coalitions), and more equal executive-legislative 
power relations. These latter characteristics typify the consensus model 
of democracy, which, instead of relying on pure and concentrated 
majority rule, tries to limit, divide, separate, and share power in a variety 
of ways. 2 

Three further points should be made about these two sets of related 
traits. First, the relationships are mutual. For instance, plurality elections 
favor the maintenance of a two-party system; but an existing two-party 
system also favors the maintenance of plurality, which gives the two 
principal parties great advantages that they are unlikely to abandon. 
Second, if democratic political engineers desire to promote either the 
majoritarian cluster of characteristics (plurality, a two-party system, and 
a dominant, one-party cabinet) or the consensus cluster (PR, multipartism, 
coalition government, and a stronger legislature), the most practical way 
to do so is by choosing the appropriate electoral system. Giovanni Sartori 
has aptly called electoral systems "the most specific manipulative 
instrument of politics. ''3 Third, important variations exist among PR 
systems. Without going into all the technical details, a useful distinction 
can be made between extreme PR, which poses few barriers to small 
parties, and moderate PR. The latter limits the influence of minor parties 
through such means as applying PR in small districts instead of large 
districts or nationwide balloting, and requiring parties to receive a 
minimum percentage of the vote in order to gain representation, such as 
the 5-percent threshold in Germany. The Dutch, Israeli, and Italian 
systems exemplify extreme PR and the German and Swedish systems, 
moderate PR. 

The second basic constitutional choice, between parliamentary and 
presidential forms of government, also affects the majoritarian or 
consensus character of the political system. Presidentialism yields 
majoritarian effects on the party system and on the type of executive, but 
a consensus effect on executive-legislative relations. By formally 
separating the executive and legislative powers, presidential systems 
generally promote a rough executive-legislative balance of power. On the 
other hand, presidentialism tends to foster a two-party system, as the 
presidency is the biggest political prize to be won, and only the largest 
parties have a chance to win it. This advantage for the big parties often 
carries over into legislative elections as well (especially if presidential 
and legislative elections are held simultaneously), even if the legislative 
elections are conducted under PR rules. Presidentialism usually produces 
cabinets composed solely of members of the governing party. In fact, 
presidential systems concentrate executive power to an even greater 
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degree than does a one-party parliamentary cabinet--not just in a single 
party but in a single person. 

E x p l a i n i n g  Past  C h o i c e s  

My aim is not simply to describe alternative democratic systems and 
their majoritarian or consensus characteristics, but also to make some 
practical recommendations for democratic constitutional engineers. What 
are the main advantages and disadvantages of plurality and PR and of 
presidentialism and parliamentarism? One way to approach this question 
is to investigate why contemporary democracies made the constitutional 
choices they did. 

Figure 1 illustrates the four combinations of basic characteristics and 
the countries and regions where they prevail. The purest examples of the 
combination of presidentialism and plurality are the United States and 
democracies heavily influenced by the United States, such as the 
Philippines and Puerto Rico. Latin American countries have 
overwhelmingly opted for presidential-PR systems. Parliamentary- 
plurality systems exist in the United Kingdom and many former British 
colonies, including India, Malaysia, Jamaica, and the countries of the so- 
called Old Commonwealth (Canada, Australia, and New Zealand). 
Finally, parliamentary-PR systems are concentrated in Western Europe. 
Clearly, the overall pattern is to a large extent determined by geographic, 
cultural, and colonial factors--a point to which I shall return shortly. 

Figure 1 - -  Four Basic Types of Democracy 

Presidential Parliamentary 
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Very few contemporary democracies cannot be accommodated by this 
classification. The major exceptions are democracies that fall in between 
the pure presidential and pure parliamentary types (France and 
Switzerland), and those that use electoral methods other than pure PR or 
plurality (Ireland, Japan, and, again, France)? 

Two important factors influenced the adoption of PR in continental 
Europe. One was the problem of ethnic and religious minorities; PR was 
designed to provide minority representation and thereby to counteract 
potential threats to national unity and political stability. "'It was no 
accident," Stein Rokkan writes, "that the earliest moves toward 
proportional representation (PR) came in the ethnically most 
heterogeneous countries." The second factor was the dynamic of the 
democratization process. PR was adopted "through a convergence of 
pressures from below and from above. The rising working class wanted 
to lower the thresholds of representation in order to gain access to the 
legislatures, and the most threatened of the old-established parties 
demanded PR to protect their position against the new waves of 
mobilized voters created by universal suffrage. ''5 Both factors are relevant 
for contemporary constitution making, especially for the many countries 
where there are deep ethnic cleavages or where new democratic forces 
need to be reconciled with the old antidemocratic groups. 

The process of democratization also originally determined whether 
parliamentary or presidential institutions were adopted. As Douglas V. 
Vemey has pointed out, there were two basic ways in which monarchical 
power could be democratized: by taking away most of the monarch's 
personal political prerogatives and making his cabinet responsible to the 
popularly elected legislature, thus creating a parliamentary system; or by 
removing the hereditary monarch and substituting a new, democratically 
elected "monarch," thus creating a presidential system? 

Other historical causes have been voluntary imitations of successful 
democracies and the dominant influence of colonial powers. As Figure 
1 shows very clearly, Britain's influence as an imperial power has been 
enormously important. The U.S. presidential model was widely imitated 
in Latin America in the nineteenth century. And early in the twentieth 
century, PR spread quickly in continental Europe and Latin America. not 
only for reasons of partisan accommodation and minority protection, but 
also because it was widely perceived to be the most democratic method 
of election and hence the "wave of the democratic future." 

This sentiment in favor of PR raises the controversial question of the 
quality of democracy achieved in the four alternative systems. The term 
"quality" refers to the degree to which a system meets such democratic 
norms as representativeness, accountability, equality, and participation. 
The claims and counterclaims are too well-known to require lengthy 
treatment here, but it is worth emphasizing that the differences between 
the opposing camps are not as great as is often supposed. First of all, 
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PR and plurality advocates disagree not so much about the respective 
effects of the two electoral methods as about the weight to be attached 
to these effects. Both sides agree that PR yields greater proportionality 
and minority representation and that plurality promotes two-party systems 
and one-party executives. Partisans disagree on which of these results is 
preferable, with the plurality side claiming that only in two-party systems 
can clear accountability for government policy be achieved. 

In addition, both sides argue about the effectiveness of the two 
systems. Proportionalists value minority representation not just for its 
democratic quality but also for its ability to maintain unity and peace in 
divided societies. Similarly, proponents of plurality favor one-party 
cabinets not just because of their democratic accountability but also 
because of the firm leadership and effective policy making that they 
allegedly provide. There also appears to be a slight difference in the 
relative emphasis that the two sides place on quality and effectiveness. 
Proportionalists tend to attach greater importance to the 
representativeness of government, while plurality advocates view the 
capacity to govern as the more vital consideration. 

Finally, while the debate between presidentialists and parliamentarists 
has not been as fierce, it clearly parallels the debate over electoral 
systems. Once again, the claims and counterclaims revolve around both 
quality and effectiveness. Presidentialists regard the direct popular 
election of the chief executive as a democratic asset, while 
parliamentarists think of the concentration of executive power in the 
hands of a single official as less than optimally democratic. But here the 
question of effectiveness has been the more seriously debated issue, with 
the president's strong and effective leadership role being emphasized by 
one side and the danger of executive-legislative conflict and stalemate by 
the other. 

Evaluating Democratic Performance 

How can the actual performance of the different types of democracies 
be evaluated? It is extremely difficult to find quantifiable measures of 
democratic performance, and therefore political scientists have rarely 
attempted a systematic assessment. The major exception is G. Bingham 
Powell's pioneering study evaluating the capacity of various democracies 
to maintain public order (as measured by the incidence of riots and 
deaths from political violence) and their levels of citizen participation (as 
measured by electoral turnout). 7 Following Powell's example, I will 
examine these and other aspects of democratic performance, including 
democratic representation and responsiveness, economic equality, and 
macroeconomic management. 

Due to the difficulty of finding reliable data outside the OECD 
countries to measure such aspects of performance, I have limited the 



Arend Lijphart 77 

analysis to the advanced industrial democracies. In any event, the Latin 
American democracies, given their lower levels of economic 
development, cannot be considered comparable cases. This means that 
one of the four basic alternatives--the presidential-PR form of democracy 
prevalent only in Latin America--must be omitted from our analysis. 

Although this limitation is unfortunate, few observers would seriously 
argue that a strong case can be made for this particular type of 
democracy. With the clear exception of Costa Rica and the partial 
exceptions of Venezuela and Colombia, the political stability and 
economic performance of Latin American democracies have been far 
from satisfactory. As Juan Linz has argued, Latin American presidential 
systems have been particularly prone to executive-legislative deadlock 
and ineffective leadership. 8 Moreover, Scott Mainwaring has shown 
persuasively that this problem becomes especially serious when presidents 
do not have majority support in their legislatures. 9 Thus the Latin 
American model of presidentialism combined with PR legislative 
elections remains a particularly unattractive option. 

The other three alternatives--presidential-plurality, parliamentary- 
plurality, and parliamentary-PR systems--are all represented among the 
firmly established Western democracies. I focus on the 14 cases that 
unambiguously fit these three categories. The United States is the one 
example of presidentialism combined with plurality. There are four cases 
of parliamentarism-plurality (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the 
United Kingdom), and nine democracies of the parliamentary-PR type 
(Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, 
Norway, and Sweden). Seven long-term, stable democracies are excluded 
from the analysis either because they do not fit comfortably into any one 
of the three categories (France, Ireland, Japan, and Switzerland), or 
because they are too vulnerable to external factors (Israel, Iceland, and 
Luxembourg). 

Since a major purpose of PR is to facilitate minority representation, 
one would expect the PR systems to outperform plurality systems in 
this respect. There is little doubt that this is indeed the case. For 
instance, where ethnic minorities have formed ethnic political parties, as 
in Belgium and Finland, PR has enabled them to gain virtually perfect 
proportional representation. Because there are so many different kinds of 
ethnic and religious minorities in the democracies under analysis, it is 
difficult to measure systematically the degree to which PR succeeds in 
providing more representatives for minorities than does plurality. It is 
possible, however, to compare the representation of women--a minority 
in political rather than strictly numerical terms--systematically across 
countries. The first column of Table 1 shows the percentages of female 
members in the lower (or only) houses of the national legislatures in 
these 14 democracies during the early 1980s. The 16.4-percent average 
for the parliamentary-PR systems is about four times higher than the 4.1 
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Table 1 - -  Women's Legislative Representation, Innovative Family Policy, Voting 
Turnout, Income Inequality, and the Dahl Rating of Democratic Quality 

Women's F a m i l y  V o t i n g  Income Dahl 
Repr. Policy Turnout Top 20% Rating 

1980-82 1976-80 1971-80 1985 1969 

Pres.-Plurality (N= 1 ) 4.1 3.00 54.2% 39,9% 3.0 

Parl.-Plurality (N=4) 4.0 2.50 75.3 42,9 4.8 

Parl.-PR (N=9) 16.4 7.89 84.5 39,0 2.2 

Note: The one presidential-plurality democracy is the United States; the four parliamentary- 
plurality democracies are Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom: and 
the nine parliamentary-PR democracies are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, 
Italy. the Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden. 

Sources: Based on Wilma Rule, "'Electoral Systems, Contextual Factors and Women's 
Opportunity for Election to Parliament in Twenty-Three Democracies," Western Political 
Quarterly 40 (September 1987): 483; Harold L. Wilensky, "~Common Problems, Divergent 
Policies: An 18-Nation Study of Family Policy," Pubiic Affairs Report 31 (May 1990): 2: 
personal communication by Harold L. Wilensky to the author, dated 18 October 1990: 
Robert W. Jackman, "Political Institutions and Voter Turnout in the Industrial 
Democracies," American Political Science Review 81 (June 1987): 420; World Bank, Worm 
Development Report 1989 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 223; Robert A. 
Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1971), 
232. 

percent for the United States or the 4.0-percent average for the 
parliamentary-plurality countries. To be sure, the higher social standing 
of women in the four Nordic countries accounts for part of the 
difference, but the average of 9.4 percent in the five other parliamentary- 
PR countries remains more than twice as high as in the plurality 
countries. 

Does higher representation of women result in the advancement of 
their interests? Harold L. Wilensky's  careful rating of democracies with 
regard to the innovativeness and expansiveness of their family 
pol ic ies--a  matter of special concern to women-- indicates  that it does? ~ 
On a 13-point scale (from a maximum of 12 to a minimum of 0), the 
scores of these countries range from 11 to 1. The differences among the 
three groups (as shown in the second column of Table 1) are striking: 
the PR countries have an average score of 7.89, whereas the 
parliamentary-plurality countries have an average of just 2.50, and the 
U.S. only a slightly higher score of 3.00. Here again, the Nordic 
countries have the highest scores, but the 6.80 average of the non- 
Nordic PR countries is still well above that of the plurality countries. 

The last three columns of Table 1 show indicators of democratic 
quality. The third column lists the most reliable figures on electoral 
participation (in the 1970s); countries with compulsory voting (Australia, 
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Belgium, and Italy) are not included in the averages. Compared with the 
extremely low voter turnout of 54.2 percent in the United States, the 
parliamentary-plurality systems perform a great deal better (about 75 
percent). But the average in the parliamentary-PR systems is still higher, 
at slightly above 84 percent. Since the maximum turnout that is 
realistically attainable is around 90 percent (as indicated by the turnouts 
in countries with compulsory voting), the difference between 75 and 84 
percent is particularly striking. 

Another democratic goal is political equality, which is more likely to 
prevail in the absence of great economic inequalities. The fourth column 
of Table 1 presents the World Bank's percentages of total income earned 
by the top 20 percent of households in the mid-1980s. H They show a 
slightly less unequal distribution of income in the parliamentary-PR than 
in the parliamentary-plurality systems, with the United States in an 
intermediate position. 

Finally, the fifth column reports Robert A. Dahl's ranking of 
democracies according to ten indicators of democratic quality, such as 
freedom of the press, freedom of association, competitive party systems, 
strong parties and interest groups, and effective legislatures. ~2 The stable 
democracies range from a highest rating of 1 to a low of 6. There is a 
slight pro-PR bias in Dahl's ranking (he includes a number-of-parties 
variable that rates multiparty systems somewhat higher than two-party 
systems), but even when we discount this bias we find striking 
differences between the parliamentary-PR and parliamentary-plurality 
countries: six of the former are given the highest score, whereas most of 
the latter receive the next to lowest score of 5. 

No such clear differences are apparent when we examine the effect 
of the type of democracy on the maintenance of public order and peace. 
Parliamentary-plurality systems had the lowest incidence of riots during 
the period 1948-77, but the highest incidence of political deaths; the 
latter figure, however, derives almost entirely from the high number of 
political deaths in the United Kingdom, principally as a result of the 
Northern Ireland problem. A more elaborate statistical analysis shows that 
societal division is a much more important factor than type of democracy 
in explaining variation in the incidence of political riots and deaths in the 
13 parliamentary countries. ~3 

A major argument in favor of plurality systems has been that they 
favor "strong" one-party governments that can pursue "effective" public 
policies. One key area of government activity in which this pattern 
should manifest itself is the management of the economy. Thus advocates 
of plurality systems received a rude shock in 1987 when the average per 
capita GDP in Italy (a PR and multiparty democracy with notoriously 
uncohesive and unstable governments) surpassed that of the United 
Kingdom, typically regarded as the very model of strong and effective 
government. If Italy had discovered large amounts of oil in the 
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Mediterranean, we would undoubtedly explain its superior economic 
performance in terms of this fortuitous factor. But it was not Italy but 
Britain that discovered the oil! 

Economic success is obviously not solely determined by government 
policy. When we examine economic performance over a long period of 
time, however, the effects of external influences are minimized, 
especially if we focus on countries with similar levels of economic 
development. Table 2 presents OECD figures from the 1960s through the 
1980s for the three most important aspects of macroeconomic 
performance--average annual economic growth, inflation, and 
unemployment rates. 

Table 2--Economic Growth, Inflation, and Unemployment (in percent) 

Economic 
Grow~ Inflation Unemployment 

1961-88 1961-88 1965-88 

Pres.-Plurality (N= 1 ) 3.3 5.1 6.1 

Parl.-Plurality (N=4) 3.4 7.5 6.1 

Parl.-PR (N=9) 3.5 6.3 4.4 

Sources: OECD Economic Outlook, No. 26 (December 1979), 131; No. 30 (December 
1981), 131, 140, 142; No. 46 (December 1989), 166, 176, 182. 

Although Italy's economic growth has indeed been better than that of 
Britain, the parliamentary-plurality and parliamentary-PR countries as 
groups do not differ much from each other or from the United States. 
The slightly higher growth rates in the parliamentary-PR systems cannot 
be considered significant. With regard to inflation, the United States has 
the best record, followed by the parliamentary-PR systems. The most 
sizable differences appear in unemployment levels; here the 
parliamentary-PR countries perform significantly better than the plurality 
countries? 4 Comparing the parliamentary-plurality and parliamentary-PR 
countries on all three indicators, we find that the performance of the 
latter is uniformly better. 

Les s ons  for D e v e l o p i n g  Countr ies  

Political scientists tend to think that plurality systems such as the 
United Kingdom and the United States are superior with regard to 
democratic quality and governmental effectiveness--a tendency best 
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explained by the fact that political science has always been an Anglo- 
American-oriented discipline. This prevailing opinion is largely 
contradicted, however, by the empirical evidence presented above. 
Wherever significant differences appear, the parliamentary-PR systems 
almost invariably post the best records, particularly with respect to 
representation, protection of minority interests, voter participation, and 
control of unemployment. 

This finding contains an important lesson for democratic constitutional 
engineers: the parliamentary-PR option is one that should be given 
serious consideration. Yet a word of caution is also in order, since 
parliamentary-PR democracies differ greatly among themselves. Moderate 
PR and moderate multipartism, as in Germany and Sweden, offer more 
attractive models than the extreme PR and multiparty systems of Italy 
and the Netherlands. As previously noted, though, even Italy has a 
respectable record of democratic performance. 

But are these conclusions relevant to newly democratic and 
democratizing countries in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Eastern 
Europe, which are trying to make democracy work in the face of 
economic underdevelopment and ethnic divisions? Do not these difficult 
conditions require strong executive leadership in the form of a powerful 
president or a Westminster-style, dominant one-party cabinet? 

With regard to the problem of deep ethnic cleavages, these doubts can 
be easily laid to rest. Divided societies, both in the West and elsewhere, 
need peaceful coexistence among the contending ethnic groups. This 
requires conciliation and compromise, goals that in turn require the 
greatest possible inclusion of representatives of these groups in the 
decision-making process. Such power sharing can be arranged much more 
easily in parliamentary and PR systems than in presidential and plurality 
systems. A president almost inevitably belongs to one ethnic group, and 
hence presidential systems are particularly inimical to ethnic power 
sharing. And while Westminster-style parliamentary systems feature 
collegial cabinets, these tend not to be ethnically inclusive, particularly 
when there is a majority ethnic group. It is significant that the British 
government, in spite of its strong majoritarian traditions, recognized the 
need for consensus and power sharing in religiously and ethnically 
divided Northern Ireland. Since 1973, British policy has been to try to 
solve the Northern Ireland problem by means of PR elections and an 
inclusive coalition government. 

As Horowitz has pointed out, it may be possible to alleviate the 
problems of presidentialism by requiring that a president be elected with 
a stated minimum of support from different groups, as in Nigeria. ~5 But 
this is a palliative that cannot compare with the advantages of a truly 
collective and inclusive executive. Similarly, the example of Malaysia 
shows that a parliamentary system can have a broad multiparty and 
multiethnic coalition cabinet in spite of plurality elections, but this 



82 Journal of Democracy 

requires elaborate preelection pacts among the parties. These exceptions 
prove the rule: the ethnic power sharing that has been attainable in 
Nigeria and Malaysia only on a limited basis and through very special 
arrangements is a natural and straightforward result of parliamentary- 
PR forms of democracy. 

PR and Economic Policy Making 

The question of which form of democracy is most conducive to 
economic development is more difficult to answer. We simply do not 
have enough cases of durable Third World democracies representing the 
different systems (not to mention the lack of reliable economic data) to 
make an unequivocal evaluation. However, the conventional wisdom that 
economic development requires the unified and decisive leadership of a 
strong president or a Westminster-style dominant cabinet is highly 
suspect. First of all, if an inclusive executive that must do more 
bargaining and conciliation were less effective at economic policy making 
than a dominant and exclusive executive, then presumably an 
authoritarian government free of legislative interference or internal dissent 
would be optimal. This reasoning--a frequent excuse for the overthrow 
of democratic governments in the Third World in the 1960s and 
1970s--has now been thoroughly discredited. To be sure, we do have a 
few examples of economic miracles wrought by authoritarian regimes, 
such as those in South Korea or Taiwan, but these are more than 
counterbalanced by the sorry economic records of just about all the 
nondemocratic governments in Africa, Latin America, and Eastern 
Europe. 

Second, many British scholars, notably the eminent political scientist 
S.E. Finer, have come to the conclusion that economic development 
requires not so much a strong hand as a steady one. Reflecting on the 
poor economic performance of post-World War II Britain, they have 
argued that each of the governing parties indeed provided reasonably 
strong leadership in economic policy making but that alternations in 
governments were too "absolute and abrupt," occurring "between two 
sharply polarized parties each eager to repeal a large amount of its 
predecessor's legislation." What is needed, they argue, is "greater 
stability and continuity" and "greater moderation in policy," which could 
be provided by a shift to PR and to coalition governments much more 
likely to be centrist in orientation. ~6 This argument would appear to be 
equally applicable both to developed and developing countries. 

Third, the case for strong presidential or Westminster-style 
governments is most compelling where rapid decision making is essential. 
This means that in foreign and defense policy parliamentary-PR systems 
may be at a disadvantage. But in economic policy making speed is not 
particularly important--quick decisions are not necessarily wise ones. 



Arend Lijphart 83 

Why then do we persist in distrusting the economic effectiveness of 
democratic systems that engage in broad consultation and bargaining 
aimed at a high degree of consensus? One reason is that multiparty and 
coalition governments seem to be messy, quarrelsome, and inefficient in 
contrast to the clear authority of strong presidents and strong one-party 
cabinets. But we should not let ourselves be deceived by these superficial 
appearances. A closer look at presidential systems reveals that the most 
successful cases--such as the United States, Costa Rica, and pre-1970 
Chi le--are  at least equally quarrelsome and, in fact, are prone to 
paralysis and deadlock rather than steady and effective economic policy 
making. In any case, the argument should not be about governmental 
aesthetics but about actual performance. The undeniable elegance of the 
Westminster model is not a valid reason for adopting it. 

The widespread skepticism about the economic capability of 
parliamentary-PR systems stems from confusing governmental strength 
with effectiveness. In the short run, one-party cabinets or presidents may 
well be able to formulate economic policy with greater ease and speed. 
In the long run, however, policies supported by a broad consensus are 
more likely to be successfully carried out and to remain on course than 
policies imposed by a "strong" government against the wishes of 
important interest groups. 

To sum up, the parliamentary-PR form of democracy is clearly better 
than the major alternatives in accommodating ethnic differences, and it 
has a slight edge in economic policy making as well. The argument that 
considerations of governmental effectiveness mandate the rejection of 
parliamentary-PR democracy for developing countries is simply not 
tenable. Constitution makers in new democracies would do themselves 
and their countries a great disservice by ignoring this attractive 
democratic model. 

NOTES 

I gratefully acknowledge the assistance and advice of Robert W. Jackman, G. Bingham 
Powell, Jr., Harold L. Wilensky, and Kaare Strom, the research assistance of Markus 
Crepaz, and the financial support of the Committee on Research of the Academic Senate 
of the University of California at San Diego. 

1. Donald L. Horowitz, "'Comparing Democratic Systems." Seymour Martin Lipset, "'The 
Centrality of Political Culture," and Juan J. Linz, "'The Virtues of Parliamentarism." Journal 
of Democracy 1 (Fall 1990): 73-91. A third set of important decisions concerns institutional 
arrangements that are related to the difference between federal and unitary forms of 
government: the degree of government centralization, unicameralism or bicameralism, rules 
for constitutional amendment, and judicial review. Empirical analysis shows that these 
factors tend to be related; federal countries are more likely to be decentralized, to have 
significant bicameralism, and to have "'rigid" constitutions that are difficult to amend and 
protected by judicial review. 

2. For a fuller discussion of the differences between majoritarian and consensus 
government, see Arend Lijphart, Democracies: Patterns of Majoritarian and Consensus 
Government in Twen~,-One Countries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984l. 



84 Journal of Democracy 

3. Giovanni Sartori, "Political Development and Political Engineering," in Public Policy, 
vol. 17, eds. John D. Montgomery and Alfred O. Hirschman (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1968), 273. 

4. The first scholar to emphasize the close connection between culture and these 
constitutional arrangements was G. Bingham Powell, Jr. in his Contemporary_ Democracies: 
Participation, Stability, and Violence (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), 67. In 
my previous writings, I have sometimes classified Finland as a presidential or 
semipresidential system, but I now agree with Powell (pp. 56-57) that, although the directly 
elected Finnish president has special authority in foreign policy, Finland operates like a 
parliamentary system in most other respects. Among the exceptions, Ireland is a doubtful 
case; I regard its system of the single transferable vote as mainly a PR method, but other 
authors have classified it as a plurality system. And I include Australia in the 
parliamentary-plurality group, because its alternative-vote system, while not identical with 
plurality, operates in a similar fashion. 

5. Stein Rokkan, Citizens, Elections, Parties." Approaches to the Comparative Study of 
the Processes of Development (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1970), 157. 

6. Douglas V. Verney, The Analysis of Political Systems (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1959), 18-23, 42-43. 

7. Powell, op. cit., esp. 12-29 and 111-74. 

8. Juan J. Linz, "The Perils of Presidentialism," Journal of Democracy 1 (Winter 
1990): 51-69. 

9. Scott Mainwaring, "Presidentialism in Latin America," Latin American Research 
Review 25 (1990): 167-70. 

10. Wilensky's ratings are based on a five-point scale (from 4 to 0) "for each of three 
policy clusters: existence and length of maternity and parental leave, paid and unpaid: 
availability and accessibility of public daycare programs and government effort to expand 
daycare; and flexibility of retirement systems. They measure government action to assure 
care of children and maximize choices in balancing work and family demands for 
everyone." See Harold L. Wilensky, "Common Problems, Divergent Policies: An 18- 
Nation Study of Family Policy," Public Affairs Report 31 (May 1990): 2. 

11. Because of missing data, Austria is not included in the parliamentary-PR average. 

12. Robert A. Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1971), 231-45. 

13. This multiple-correlation analysis shows that societal division, as measured by the 
degree of organizational exclusiveness of ethnic and religious groups, explains 33 percent 
of the variance in riots and 25 percent of the variance in political deaths. The additional 
explanation by type of democracy is only 2 percent for riots (with plurality countries 
slightly more orderly) and 13 percent for deaths (with the PR countries slightly more 
peaceful). 

14. Comparable unemployment data for Austria, Denmark, and New Zealand are not 
available, and these countries are therefore not included in the unemployment figures in 
Table 2, 

15. Horowitz, op. cir., 76-77. 

16. S.E. Finer, "Adversary Politics and Electoral Reform," in Adversary Politics and 
Electoral Reform, ed. S.E. Finer (London: Anthony Wigram, 1975), 30-31. 



                                         Access Provided by Washington University @ St. Louis at 05/11/11  5:31AM GMT



Paradoxes of the 
New authoritariaNism

Ivan Krastev

Ivan Krastev is chairman of the board of the Centre for Liberal Strate-
gies in Sofia, Bulgaria, and a fellow at the Institute of Human Sciences 
in Vienna. He is also editor-in-chief of the Bulgarian edition of For-
eign Policy and associate editor of Europe’s World. His most recent 
books in English are The Anti-American Century (coedited with Alan 
McPherson, 2007) and Shifting Obsessions: Three Essays on the Poli-
tics of Anticorruption (2004).

In early 1991, as a young Bulgarian scholar still fired by the revolution-
ary passions of 1989, I sat in the library room of St. Antony’s College 
at Oxford reading Seymour Martin Lipset’s classic, Political Man. This 
was an unforgettable time when reading daily newspapers was much 
more exciting than reading political science, so perhaps it is unsurpris-
ing that Lipset’s analysis seemed to me to be, if sound, also a bit dull. 
Now I realize that this is the fate of any classic book in the social sci-
ences. You feel that you have “read” it long before opening the first 
page, and the more revolutionary were its conclusions when they were 
first published, the more banal and obvious they seem decades later. 
So in my first encounter with Lipset’s work, I was neither particularly 
impressed by the book nor intrigued by its author.

Now, rereading Lipset twenty years on, I have discovered not 
only the originality of his mind but—what is even more striking—
the amazing power of his personality. Lipset is the embodiment of 
the type of intellectual presence that we so badly miss today. He 
fascinates by both his curiosity and his seriousness. In his scholarly 
life, he succeeded in researching and publishing about any problem 
that concerned him. He crossed disciplinary boundaries with the ease 
of a Balkan smuggler. He was consistent without being dogmatic 
and political without being partisan, and he succeeded in influenc-
ing both his academic colleagues and the general public. In short, 
he was among the best representatives of the great generation of 
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American public intellectuals who devoted themselves to “arguing 
the world.”1

In his autobiographical essay “Steady Work,” Lipset wrote:
 
As a Trotskyist or socialist from high school through graduate school, I 
became interested in three questions. The biggest one was—why had the 
Bolshevik revolution in the Soviet Union led to an oppressive, exploi-
tive society? . . . The second question that concerned me was: Why had 
the democratic socialist movement . . . failed to adhere to policies that 
would further socialism? . . . The third political question that interested 

The Seymour marTin LipSeT LecTure on 
Democracy in The WorLD

Ivan Krastev delivered the seventh annual Seymour Martin Lipset 
Lecture on Democracy in the World on 19 October 2010 at the Cana-
dian Embassy in Washington, D.C., and on October 20 at the Centre 
for International Studies at the Munk School of Global Affairs at the 
University of Toronto. The Lipset Lecture is cosponsored by the Na-
tional Endowment for Democracy and the Munk School, with finan-
cial support this year from the Albert Shanker Institute, the American 
Federation of Teachers, the Canadian Embassy in Washington, and 
the Canadian Donner Foundation.

Seymour Martin Lipset, who passed away at the end of 2006, was 
one of the most influential social scientists and scholars of democ-
racy of the past half-century. A frequent contributor to the Journal 
of Democracy and a founding member of its Editorial Board, Lip-
set taught at Columbia, the University of California–Berkeley, Har-
vard, Stanford, and George Mason University. He was the author of 
numerous important books including Political Man, The First New 
Nation, The Politics of Unreason, and American Exceptionalism: A 
Double-Edged Sword. He was the only person ever to have served 
as president of both the American Political Science Association 
(1979–80) and the American Sociological Association (1992–93).

Lipset’s work covered a wide range of topics: the social conditions 
of democracy, including economic development and political culture; 
the origins of socialism, fascism, revolution, protest, prejudice, and 
extremism; class conflict, structure, and mobility; social cleavages, 
party systems, and voter alignments; and public opinion and public 
confidence in institutions. Lipset was a pioneer in the study of com-
parative politics, and no comparison featured as prominently in his 
work as that between the two great democracies of North America. 
Thanks to his insightful analysis of Canada in comparison with the 
United States, most fully elaborated in Continental Divide, he has 
been dubbed the “Tocqueville of Canada.”
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me greatly was why the United States had never had a major socialist 
party. . . . Attempting to answer these questions was to inform much of 
my academic career.2

Asking the right questions and struggling with them all his life was 
Lipset’s way of engaging with the world. It is probably a good model 
for the rest of us to follow, even when we are doubtful about the answers 
that we find. Thus I would like to use the opportunity given to me by this 
Lipset Memorial Lecture to try to address three questions that have been 
haunting me recently: 1) Why are authoritarian regimes surviving in the 
age of democratization? 2) Why did political science fail to anticipate 
the resilience of these regimes? and 3) Why it is so difficult to resist 
contemporary authoritarianism?

Most of my observations will be based primarily on Russia’s post-
communist experience. This focus on Russia in a lecture that tries to 
reflect on the challenges of the new authoritarianism may come as a 
surprise to many, for it is fair to say that Russia’s moment in history has 
passed. Political scientist Stephen Holmes has argued that “the ideologi-
cal polarity between democracy and authoritarianism, inherited from the 
Cold War, obscures more than it reveals when applied to Russian po-
litical reality.”3 This suggests that the dichotomy between democracy 
and authoritarianism will not help us much in understanding the nature 
of the current regime in Moscow—a weak state weakly connected to a 
weak society. Russia is also not a good example to explain the attrac-
tiveness of the new authoritarianism, as it is not the trendsetter when it 
comes to authoritarianism’s return to fashion. Russia’s authoritarianism 
looks dull and tawdry compared with China’s capitalism with a com-
munist face. While the Chinese experiment and innovate, the Russians 
are stagnant. Russia has lost not only its status as a great power, but also 
its aura of mystery.

User-Friendly Authoritarianism

Why, then, since Russia is neither a trendsetter nor an intellectual mys-
tery, should we focus on Russia in order to understand the paradoxes of 
modern authoritarianism? There are three good reasons to do so. 

First, as Robert Kagan has observed, Russia was the place where his-
tory ended and also where it has returned.4 In this sense, Russia’s politi-
cal experience over the last two decades has been critically important 
for our understanding of both democracy and autocracy. It was Russia’s 
development in the 1990s that shaped our expectations about the global 
advance of democracy, and it was Russia’s failed democratization in 
the 2000s that led many to change their views about the prospects for a 
global democratic revolution. So making sense of the confusing nature 
of Putin’s authoritarianism may be more important for understanding 
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where the world is going than is explaining the sources of popularity of 
China’s authoritarian success. 

Second, Russia is an interesting case because it highlights the key 
features of the new competitive authoritarianism. Russia’s regime is 
only moderately repressive. Putin’s authoritarianism is a “vegetarian” 
one. While political repression exists and human-rights organizations 
have documented the persecution of journalists and other opponents of 
the regime, it is fair to say that most Russians today are freer than in 
any other period of their history. They can travel, they can freely surf 
the Web—unlike in China or Iran, the government is not trying to con-
trol the Internet—and they can do business if they pay their “corruption 
tax.” Unlike the Soviet Union, which was a self-contained society with 
closed borders, Russia is an open economy with open borders. Almost 
ten-million Russians travel abroad annually.

Putin’s regime is also a nonideological one. The fate of the concept of 
“sovereign democracy,” the Kremlin’s most ambitious attempt to date 
to come up with an ideology, is the best demonstration of this. Like any 
political regime, Putin’s Kremlin is doing its best to construct some col-
lective identities and to exploit nationalist sentiments or Soviet nostal-
gia, but the insistence that you do not want to be lectured by the United 
States is not an ideology. The ease with which Russian elites recently 
shifted their slogan from “sovereign democracy” to “modernization” ex-
emplifies the postideological character of the current regime. It presents 
itself as a variant of, and not as an alternative to, Western democracy, 
and it has managed to adapt some key democratic institutions—most 
notably elections—for its own purposes.

Third, unlike the Chinese regime, which survives because both the 
elites and the people perceive it as successful, Putin’s regime survives 
even though elites and ordinary people alike view it as dysfunctional and 
uninspiring. The latest survey by Russia’s Levada Center shows that a ma-
jority sees the current situation as one of stagnation. The paradox of Rus-
sian authoritarianism today is that its backers no less than its foes consider 
it a flop, yet it slogs on, oblivious and unmoved. Why are people ready 
to accept such “zombie authoritarianism” rather than opt for democratic 
change? This is the real question that Putin’s Russia poses to the world.

It is the contradictory nature of Russia’s authoritarianism—stable and 
dysfunctional, open and nonideological—that can best help us to under-
stand why authoritarianism is surviving in the age of democratization, 
and why it is so difficult to resist contemporary authoritarian regimes. 

An Unexpected Resilience

First, however, let us address the question of why democratic theo-
rists were blind to the resilience of authoritarianism. 

Among Seymour Martin Lipset’s many books and articles, there is 
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one that remains mostly unknown. It is a tiny booklet that he wrote in 
1994 together with the Hungarian philosopher and former dissident Gy-
orgy Bence.5 This essay was meant to contribute not to theory, but to the 
self-knowledge of theorists. The question it addressed was why political 
science had failed to anticipate the collapse of communism. 

Lipset pointed to two major reasons for this dismal failure of political 
science. First, during the Cold War an ideological consensus prevailed 
in the West that presumed the stability of the Soviet system. The politi-
cal right believed that the Soviet system was stable because of effective 
repression, and always tended to portray Soviet institutions such as the 
KGB or the army as ruthless, smart, and efficient. This was the delu-
sion of the right. The political left, accepting the view that the Soviet 
Union was an egalitarian society providing free education and health 
care, tended to overestimate the social legitimacy of the Soviet system. 
This was the delusion of the left. So even though the left and the right in 
the days of the Cold War were in disagreement about almost everything 
when it came to communism, both agreed that the Soviet Union was 
there to stay.

Lipset and Bence’s second reason was the institutional bias of those 
who studied the Soviet world for a living. Political scientists were ex-
perts on how the Soviet system worked, but were blind to the possibility 
that it could collapse. Cold War political science simply took the con-
tinued existence of the Soviet Union for granted. It was those outside 
the academy—journalists, dissidents, political activists—who foresaw 
the coming crash. 

As history showed, the Soviet Union was not as stable as the Sovi-
etologists had assumed it to be. It seemed destined to last forever until 
it suddenly began to crumble. The divine surprise of 1989 revealed to 
scholars that the USSR’s seemingly rock-solid “stability” had always 
been a fragile thing. What was thought to be made of steel turned out to 
be made of paper.

Like mirror images of the Sovietologists who once assumed commu-
nist regimes to be inherently stable, many theorists of democratization 
have since the end of the Cold War come to see today’s authoritarian 
regimes as inherently fragile. Thus any serious rethinking of the nature 
of new authoritarian regimes such as Russia’s or China’s should start 
with a critical examination of the assumptions that make us rate authori-
tarianism as bound for the ash heap of history. 

Samuel P. Huntington best captured the prevailing mood about 
the transitory nature of these regimes when he observed in 1991 that 
“liberalized authoritarianism is not a stable equilibrium; the halfway 
house does not stand.”6 If authoritarian regimes “do not perform, 
they lose legitimacy since performance is their only justification for 
holding power. But . . . if they do perform socioeconomically, they 
tend to refocus popular aspirations around political goals for voice 
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and participation that they cannot satisfy without terminating their 
existence.”7

Why should we believe that today’s authoritarian regimes are so un-
stable? The first argument comes from the core of modernization theory 
and might be termed the “Lipset hypothesis.” Modernization theorists 
tend to view democracy as a necessary element of the modernity pack-
age, in the same way as urbanization, industrialization, or seculariza-
tion. In his major work, Lipset asserts that high incomes and economic 
development enhance the chances for democracy to be sustained. He 
also insists on the elective affinity between democracy and capitalism. 
So, the global spread of capitalism and the unprecedented rise in in-
comes in developing countries strengthen the expectation that authori-
tarian regimes are a transitory phenomenon. The latest research supports 
the notion that as societies grow wealthier, values begin to change in 
democracy-friendly ways. 

The second argument about the obsolescence of authoritarian regimes 
can be described as “the effect of openness.” Ian Bremmer spoke for 
many when, in his widely read book The J Curve, he argued that under 
conditions of free trade, free travel, and the free flow of information, 
only democracies can be stable.8 If autocratic regimes want to achieve 
stability, they must either close their “borders” (meaning not only their 
geographical frontiers but also their multifarious forms of exposure to 
the wider world) or open their political systems.

The third argument that made us deem authoritarianism doomed to 
obsolescence is the “imitation argument.” As we have already shown 
in the case of Russia, over the last two decades authoritarian rulers 
have tried to imitate democratic institutions and to adopt democratic 
language. Holding elections, the rulers calculated, would gain them ac-
ceptability and less international pressure for real change. Advocates of 
the imitation argument insist that by adopting democratic institutions 
in some form and to some degree, such rulers unavoidably put their 
electoral authoritarian regimes at risk. “If in the first act you have hung 
a pistol on the wall,” Anton Chekhov once reportedly advised his fel-
low playwrights, “then in the following one it should be fired.” Political 
scientists contend that if authoritarians adopt elections and other demo-
cratic institutions—even in a limited, manipulative way—at some point 
these institutions will “fire.” The presence of democratic institutions, 
even if perverted ones, will eventually bite authoritarian regimes where 
it hurts.

The change in the international environment—that is, the effect of 
“geopolitical warming”—offered still another argument for expecting 
that authoritarian regimes would not survive the age of democratization, 
just as dinosaurs had been unable to survive the Ice Age. The demise of 
the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War deprived autocrats of their 
foreign protectors.
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For all these reasons, political scientists at the end of the twentieth 
century tended to believe that autocratic regimes were doomed to fail. 
But while the end of authoritarianism has long been forecast, it has yet 
to occur. Why authoritarian regimes can survive and even flourish in an 
age of democratization is a question that should be asked anew.

The Search for Explanations

In recent years, scholars such as Jason Brownlee, Steven Levitsky, 
and Lucan Way have made significant contributions toward determin-
ing what factors contribute to the survival of twenty-first-century au-
thoritarianism. Brownlee has demonstrated that “the shift to authori-
tarianism with multiparty elections . . . does not represent an unwitting 
step toward full democratization, but neither do manipulated elections 
automatically protect rulers by reducing international pressure and cor-
ralling the opposition.”9 In short, faking democracy can both strengthen 
and weaken authoritarian regimes. 

Levitsky and Way have concluded, based on a study of numerous 
cases of competitive authoritarianism, that authoritarian regimes have 
the best chance of surviving in countries where Western leverage is 
limited and where linkages with the West are low. The existence of a 
functional state with a capacity for repression and the presence of an 
efficient ruling party are other critical factors that boost the survival 
chances of authoritarian regimes. Such regimes are harder to dislodge 
in big, nuclear-armed countries that have never been Western colonies, 
that are governed by a consolidated ruling party, and that are ready to 
shoot when students come to protest on the main square. Authoritar-
ians are less likely to stay in power in states that are small and weak, 
that are located near the European Union or United States, that need 
IMF loans, that are economically and culturally connected with the 
West, that lack a strong ruling party, and that cannot or will not shoot 
protesters. 

While enhancing our understanding of the survival capacity and 
strategies of twenty-first-century authoritarians, Levitsky and Way are 
not particularly interested in the question of why resisting these re-
gimes is so difficult. Why do even unpopular nondemocratic regimes 
in most cases not face mass political protests? Thinking exclusively 
in terms of the opposition between democracy and authoritarianism 
threatens to trap democratic theorists within the two assumptions that 
this opposition implicitly contains: first, that when an authoritarian 
system collapses, democracy will naturally arise by default; and sec-
ond, that if democracy fails to develop, authoritarian forces must be 
to blame.

Paradoxically, in order to understand the survival capacity of con-
temporary authoritarianism, we should be very careful in using the di-
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chotomy of authoritarianism versus democracy. The truth is that today 
authoritarianism survives best in the no-man’s land between democracy 
and authoritarianism.

 What I want to argue is that the weakness of the resistance to contem-
porary authoritarian regimes is less a fruit of effective repression—the 
fear factor—than it is of the very openness of these regimes. Contrary to 
the usual assumption of democratic theory, the opening of borders can 
actually stabilize rather than destabilize the new authoritarian regimes. 
In a similar fashion, I will try to demonstrate that the nonideological 
nature of the new authoritarian regimes can also strengthen them rather 
than increase their vulnerability.

The Perversity of Ideology

In her famous November 1979 article in Commentary, “Dictator-
ships and Double Standards,” Jeane Kirkpatrick argued that totalitar-
ian regimes grounded in revolutionary ideology are not only more 
repressive than traditional authoritarian regimes but are also much 
harder to liberalize or democratize. In her view, ideology is a source 
of transcendental legitimacy for these regimes, giving them some of 
the qualities of theocracies.

Ideology also served as a means of securing the ruling elite’s coher-
ence. The notion of “the correct party line,” as Ken Jowitt has argued, 
did for Leninist regimes what democratic procedures did in the West. 
The existence of a ruling party rooted in an ideology was vital to solv-
ing the problem of succession, the most dangerous source of instabil-
ity in autocratic regimes. The ruling ideology also served as a tool for 
political mobilization. As the history of the Soviet Union shows, it was 
sometimes easier to die for the regime than to live under it. The heroism 
of the Soviet people during World War II provided the ultimate demon-
stration of the power of the ideological authoritarians.

The notion of ideology as a source of strength for autocratic regimes 
is so much a part of the Cold War’s legacy in the West that one is sur-
prised to encounter the post-Soviet elite’s view of communist ideology 
as one of the old regime’s weaknesses. The USSR’s collapse showed 
that ideology corrodes autocratic regimes in two ways: It feeds the re-
formist delusions of the elites, and it gives the regime’s opponents a 
language and a platform by holding up an ideal against which the regime 
can be measured and found wanting. 

During the last twenty years, thousands of books have been published 
on the nature of Mikhail Gorbachev’s revolution. But for my argument, 
the key point is that Gorbachev started his reforms not because he had 
lost faith in communism, but because he remained a true believer who 
was firmly convinced that the genuine socialism he hoped to install 
would prove itself decisively superior to the democratic capitalism of 
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the West. Reforms from above often are generated by rulers’ mispercep-
tions, not their accurate grasp of reality. 

Ideology not only breeds reformist delusions on the part of elites, it 
also gives the opposition a discourse that it can use to press the regime 
from below. As a rule, dissidents in the Soviet bloc were former believ-
ers; before opposing Marxist regimes root and branch, they had often 
criticized these regimes in the language of Marxism itself. One cannot 
fully understand the power of the Prague Spring or of Solidarity’s “self-
limiting revolution” without understanding the self-consciously “dialec-
tical” nature of these movements. The revolutions of 1989 were the joint 
product of communist elites who contributed to the demise of their own 
regimes by genuinely trying to reform them and of oppositionists who 
fueled the regimes’ demise by pretending to want reform when in reality 
they had come to desire complete uprooting. 

Resisting Putin’s regime is so difficult precisely because of its lack 
of any ideology beyond a meaningless mélange of Kremlin-produced 
sound bites. Public-relations experts are not fit for the role of ideologues 
because an ideology, unlike an ad campaign, is something in which its 
authors must believe. The new authoritarian regimes’ lack of any real 
ideology explains their tendency to view themselves as corporations. In 
order to stay in power, they try to eradicate the very idea of the public 
interest. In this context, the glorification of the market does not under-
mine the new authoritarian capitalism; it can even strengthen it. If the 
public interest is nothing more than the unintended outcome of millions 
of individuals pursuing their private interests, then any sacrifice in the 
name of the public interest is a waste. 

The new authoritarian regimes’ lack of any ideology also partly ex-
plains why the democratic world is reluctant to confront them. They do 
not seek to export their political models, and hence they are not threat-
ening. The new authoritarian regimes do not want to transform the world 
or to impose their system on other countries. So the axis of conflict to-
day is no longer the free world versus the world of authoritarianism—it 
is more the free world versus the world of free riding.

The Perversity of Open Borders 

Also lurking behind the belief that authoritarianism is doomed to the 
slow death of reform or the sudden death of collapse is the assumption 
that the opening of borders must be fatal to autocracy. In the middle of 
the nineteenth century, the Marquis de Custine, the French aristocrat 
who went to Russia in 1839 looking for arguments to support his conser-
vatism and came back as an advocate of constitutionalism, had already 
claimed that “the political system of Russia could not withstand twenty 
years of free communication with Western Europe.”10 His proposition 
is a common belief today—open borders allow people to see a different 
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way of life and to struggle to achieve it, thus encouraging demands for 
change. Open borders also make it easier for people to organize with 
help from abroad. 

But do open borders really destabilize authoritarian regimes? Joseph 
Stalin, of course, very much believed so. He sent to the gulag millions 
of Soviet soldiers whose only crime was that they had seen Western or 
even Central Europe. But Putin is not Stalin. He does not try to govern 
Russia by preventing people from traveling; he governs it by allowing 
them to travel. While open borders place some limits on a government’s 
ability to manipulate and persecute, they also afford opportunities to 
promote the survival of the regime.

Almost forty years ago, economist Albert O. Hirschman, in his bril-
liant little book Exit, Voice, and Loyalty, explained why railways in 
Nigeria had performed so poorly in the face of competition from trucks 
and buses:

The presence of a ready alternative to rail transport makes it less, rather 
than more, likely that the weaknesses of the railways will be fought rather 
than indulged. With truck and bus transportation available, a deteriora-
tion in the rail service is not so serious a matter as if the railways held 
a monopoly for long distance transport—it can be lived with for a long 
time without arousing strong public pressures for the . . . reforms in ad-
ministration and management that would be required. This may be the 
reason public enterprise . . . has strangely been at its weakest in sectors 
such as transportation and education where it is subjected to competition: 
instead of stimulating improved or top performance, the presence of a 
ready and satisfactory substitute for the services public enterprise offers 
merely deprives it of a precious feedback mechanism that operates at its 
best when the customers are securely locked in. For the management of 
public enterprise, always fairly confident that it will not be let down by 
the national treasury, may be less sensitive to the loss of revenue due to 
the switch of customers to a competing mode than to the protests of an 
aroused public that has a vital stake in the service, has no alternative, and 
will therefore “raise hell.”11 

In Hirschman’s view, consumers or members of organizations can 
offer two opposing responses to the deterioration of the goods they buy 
or the services they receive. The first is exit—simply the act of leaving, 
such as buying another shampoo, resigning from the party, or depart-
ing from the country. Voice, by contrast, is an act of complaining or 
protesting. As Hirschman points out, however, the easy availability of 
exit tends to diminish the use of voice, because exit requires less time 
and commitment.

Exit is particularly attractive for middle-class Russians who have 
managed to become consumers and at the same time are discouraged 
about the potential for collective action. Russia’s demographic situa-
tion—its aging and shrinking populace—and Russia’s weak national 
identity have made exit a very natural option for those who are disap-
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pointed with the regime. The emergence of an exit-minded middle class 
in Russia is at the heart of the regime’s survival capacity. Russian econ-
omist Leonid Grigoriev recently suggested that more than “two million 
Russian democrats have left the country in the last decade.” Voting with 
one’s feet to leave Russia because it is undemocratic is not the same as 
voting to make Russia democratic.

In fact, Hirschman’s explanation of why the Nigerian railways per-
formed so poorly in the face of competition from trucks and buses may 
be the key to understanding why it is so difficult to resist Putin’s au-
thoritarianism. It explains the failure of reforms and the resulting loss of 
the reformist spirit in Russia. Paradoxically, the opening of the borders 
and the opportunity to live and work abroad have led to the decline of 
political reformism. The people who are the most likely to be upset by 
the poor quality of governance in Russia are the very same people who 
are the most ready and able to exit Russia. For them, leaving the country 
in which they live is easier than reforming it. Why try to turn Russia into 
Germany, when there is no guarantee that a lifetime is long enough for 
that mission, and when Germany is but a short trip away? The opinion 
polls demonstrate that Russia’s middle class prefers to work abroad and 
to come home to Russia during the holidays to see their friends and 
relatives. 

Comparing the outburst of reformist energy in the 1980s with the 
lack of such energy today makes me believe that, while the sealing 
of the borders destroyed Soviet communism, the opening of the bor-
ders helps the new Russian authoritarianism to survive. The Soviet 
system locked its citizens in. Changing the system was the only way 
to change your life. Today’s Russia, on the other hand, very much 
resembles the Nigerian railways—it will remain inefficient as long 
as there is enough oil money to compensate for its inefficiency. The 
major reason why Russians are reluctant to protest is not fear; it is be-
cause the people who care most have already left the country or have 
resolved to do so in the near future—or they may simply have moved 
to the virtual reality of the Internet (Russians on average spend twice 
as much time using online social networks as do their Western coun-
terparts). The consequence is that there is no critical mass of people 
demanding change.

Where will all this lead? It is not easy to predict. But I would say that 
the future of dysfunctional authoritarian regimes like the one we see in 
Russia today is less likely to eventuate in democracy than in decay. It is 
not “after Putin, the deluge,” but “after Putin, the dry rot.”
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THE END OF THE
TRANSITION PARADIGM

Thomas Carothers

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, trends in seven different
regions converged to change the political landscape of the world: 1) the
fall of right-wing authoritarian regimes in Southern Europe in the mid-
1970s; 2) the replacement of military dictatorships by elected civilian
governments across Latin America from the late 1970s through the late
1980s; 3) the decline of authoritarian rule in parts of East and South
Asia starting in the mid-1980s; 4) the collapse of communist regimes in
Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s; 5) the breakup of the Soviet
Union and the establishment of 15 post-Soviet republics in 1991; 6) the
decline of one-party regimes in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa in the
first half of the 1990s; and 7) a weak but recognizable liberalizing trend
in some Middle Eastern countries in the 1990s.

The causes, shape, and pace of these different trends varied con-
siderably. But they shared a dominant characteristic—simultaneous
movement in at least several countries in each region away from dic-
tatorial rule toward more liberal and often more democratic governance.
And though differing in many ways, these trends influenced and to some
extent built on one another. As a result, they were considered by many
observers, especially in the West, as component parts of a larger whole,
a global democratic trend that thanks to Samuel Huntington has widely
come to be known as the “third wave” of democracy.1

This striking tide of political change was seized upon with enthusiasm
by the U.S. government and the broader U.S. foreign policy community.
As early as the mid-1980s, President Ronald Reagan, Secretary of State
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George Shultz, and other high-level U.S. officials were referring regularly
to “the worldwide democratic revolution.” During the 1980s, an active
array of governmental, quasi-governmental, and nongovernmental
organizations devoted to promoting democracy abroad sprang into being.
This new democracy-promotion community had a pressing need for an
analytic framework to conceptualize and respond to the ongoing political
events. Confronted with the initial parts of the third wave—democ-
ratization in Southern Europe, Latin America, and a few countries in
Asia (especially the Philippines)—the U.S. democracy community rapid-
ly embraced an analytic model of democratic transition. It was derived
principally from their own interpretation of the patterns of democratic
change taking place, but also to a lesser extent from the early works of
the emergent academic field of “transitology,” above all the seminal
work of Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter.2

As the third wave spread to Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union, sub-
Saharan Africa, and elsewhere in the 1990s, democracy promoters
extended this model as a universal paradigm for understanding democ-
ratization. It became ubiquitous in U.S. policy circles as a way of talking
about, thinking about, and designing interventions in processes of
political change around the world. And it stayed remarkably constant
despite many variations in those patterns of political change and a stream
of increasingly diverse scholarly views about the course and nature of
democratic transitions.3

The transition paradigm has been somewhat useful during a time of
momentous and often surprising political upheaval in the world. But it
is increasingly clear that reality is no longer conforming to the model.
Many countries that policy makers and aid practitioners persist in calling
“transitional” are not in transition to democracy, and of the democratic
transitions that are under way, more than a few are not following the
model. Sticking with the paradigm beyond its useful life is retarding
evolution in the field of democratic assistance and is leading policy
makers astray in other ways. It is time to recognize that the transition
paradigm has outlived its usefulness and to look for a better lens.

Core Assumptions

Five core assumptions define the transition paradigm. The first, which
is an umbrella for all the others, is that any country moving away from
dictatorial rule can be considered a country in transition toward
democracy. Especially in the first half of the 1990s, when political change
accelerated in many regions, numerous policy makers and aid prac-
titioners reflexively labeled any formerly authoritarian country that was
attempting some political liberalization as a “transitional country.” The
set of “transitional countries” swelled dramatically, and nearly 100
countries (approximately 20 in Latin America, 25 in Eastern Europe
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and the former Soviet Union, 30 in sub-Saharan Africa, 10 in Asia, and
5 in the Middle East) were thrown into the conceptual pot of the transition
paradigm. Once so labeled, their political life was automatically analyzed
in terms of their movement toward or away from democracy, and they
were held up to the implicit expectations of the paradigm, as detailed
below. To cite just one especially astonishing example, the U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID) continues to describe the
Democratic Republic of Congo (Kinshasa), a strife-wracked country
undergoing a turgid, often opaque, and rarely very democratic process
of political change, as a country in “transition to a democratic, free market
society.”4

The second assumption is that democratization tends to unfold in a
set sequence of stages. First there occurs the opening, a period of
democratic ferment and political liberalization in which cracks appear
in the ruling dictatorial regime, with the most prominent fault line being
that between hardliners and softliners. There follows the breakthrough—
the collapse of the regime and the rapid emergence of a new, democratic
system, with the coming to power of a new government through national
elections and the establishment of a democratic institutional structure,
often through the promulgation of a new constitution. After the transition
comes consolidation, a slow but purposeful process in which democratic
forms are transformed into democratic substance through the reform of
state institutions, the regularization of elections, the strengthening of
civil society, and the overall habituation of the society to the new
democratic “rules of the game.”5

Democracy activists admit that it is not inevitable that transitional
countries will move steadily on this assumed path from opening and
breakthrough to consolidation. Transitional countries, they say, can and
do go backward or stagnate as well as move forward along the path. Yet
even the deviations from the assumed sequence that they are willing to
acknowledge are defined in terms of the path itself. The options are all
cast in terms of the speed and direction with which countries move on
the path, not in terms of movement that does not conform with the path
at all. And at least in the peak years of the third wave, many democracy
enthusiasts clearly believed that, while the success of the dozens of new
transitions was not assured, democratization was in some important sense
a natural process, one that was likely to flourish once the initial break-
through occurred. No small amount of democratic teleology is implicit
in the transition paradigm, no matter how much its adherents have denied
it.6

Related to the idea of a core sequence of democratization is the third
assumption—the belief in the determinative importance of elections.
Democracy promoters have not been guilty—as critics often charge—
of believing that elections equal democracy. For years they have
advocated and pursued a much broader range of assistance programs
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than just elections-focused efforts. Nevertheless, they have tended to
hold very high expectations for what the establishment of regular,
genuine elections will do for democratization. Not only will elections
give new postdictatorial governments democratic legitimacy, they
believe, but the elections will serve to broaden and deepen political
participation and the democratic accountability of the state to its citizens.
In other words, it has been assumed that in attempted transitions to
democracy, elections will be not just a foundation stone but a key
generator over time of further democratic reforms.

A fourth assumption is that the underlying conditions in transitional
countries—their economic level, political history, institutional legacies,
ethnic make-up, sociocultural traditions, or other “structural” features—
will not be major factors in either the onset or the outcome of the
transition process. A remarkable characteristic of the early period of the
third wave was that democracy seemed to be breaking out in the most
unlikely and unexpected places, whether Mongolia, Albania, or
Mauritania. All that seemed to be necessary for democratization was a
decision by a country’s political elites to move toward democracy and
an ability on the part of those elites to fend off the contrary actions of
remaining antidemocratic forces.

The dynamism and remarkable scope of the third wave buried old,
deterministic, and often culturally noxious assumptions about democracy,
such as that only countries with an American-style middle class or a
heritage of Protestant individualism could become democratic. For policy
makers and aid practitioners this new outlook was a break from the long-
standing Cold War mindset that most countries in the developing world
were “not ready for democracy,” a mindset that dovetailed with U.S.
policies of propping up anticommunist dictators around the world. Some
of the early works in transitology also reflected the “no preconditions”
view of democratization, a shift within the academic literature that had
begun in 1970 with Dankwart Rustow’s seminal article, “Transitions to
Democracy: Toward a Dynamic Model.”7 For both the scholarly and
policy communities, the new “no preconditions” outlook was a
gratifyingly optimistic, even liberating view that translated easily across
borders as the encouraging message that, when it comes to democracy,
“anyone can do it.”

Fifth, the transition paradigm rests on the assumption that the
democratic transitions making up the third wave are being built on
coherent, functioning states. The process of democratization is assumed
to include some redesign of state institutions—such as the creation of
new electoral institutions, parliamentary reform, and judicial reform—
but as a modification of already functioning states.8 As they arrived at
their frameworks for understanding democratization, democracy aid
practitioners did not give significant attention to the challenge of a society
trying to democratize while it is grappling with the reality of building a
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state from scratch or coping with an existent but largely nonfunctional
state. This did not appear to be an issue in Southern Europe or Latin
America, the two regions that served as the experiential basis for the
formation of the transition paradigm. To the extent that democracy
promoters did consider the possibility of state-building as part of the
transition process, they assumed that democracy-building and state-
building would be mutually reinforcing endeavors or even two sides of
the same coin.

Into the Gray Zone

We turn then from the underlying assumptions of the paradigm to the
record of experience. Efforts to assess the progress of the third wave are
sometimes rejected as premature. Democracy is not built in a day,
democracy activists assert, and it is too early to reach judgments about
the results of the dozens of democratic transitions launched in the last
two decades. Although it is certainly true that the current political
situations of the “transitional countries” are not set in stone, enough
time has elapsed to shed significant light on how the transition paradigm
is holding up.

Of the nearly 100 countries considered as “transitional” in recent
years, only a relatively small number—probably fewer than 20—are
clearly en route to becoming successful, well-functioning democracies
or at least have made some democratic progress and still enjoy a positive
dynamic of democratization.9 The leaders of the group are found
primarily in Central Europe and the Baltic region—Poland, Hungary,
the Czech Republic, Estonia, and Slovenia—though there are a few in
South America and East Asia, notably Chile, Uruguay, and Taiwan.
Those that have made somewhat less progress but appear to be still
advancing include Slovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Mexico, Brazil, Ghana,
the Philippines, and South Korea.

By far the majority of third-wave countries have not achieved
relatively well-functioning democracy or do not seem to be deepening
or advancing whatever democratic progress they have made. In a small
number of countries, initial political openings have clearly failed and
authoritarian regimes have resolidified, as in Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan,
Belarus, and Togo. Most of the “transitional countries,” however, are
neither dictatorial nor clearly headed toward democracy. They have
entered a political gray zone.10 They have some attributes of democratic
political life, including at least limited political space for opposition
parties and independent civil society, as well as regular elections and
democratic constitutions. Yet they suffer from serious democratic
deficits, often including poor representation of citizens’ interests, low
levels of political participation beyond voting, frequent abuse of the
law by government officials, elections of uncertain legitimacy, very low
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levels of public confidence in state institutions, and persistently poor
institutional performance by the state.

As the number of countries falling in between outright dictatorship
and well-established liberal democracy has swollen, political analysts
have proffered an array of “qualified democracy” terms to characterize
them, including semi-democracy, formal democracy, electoral
democracy, façade democracy, pseudo-democracy, weak democracy,
partial democracy, illiberal democracy, and virtual democracy.11 Some
of these terms, such as “façade democracy” and “pseudo-democracy,”
apply only to a fairly specific subset of gray-zone cases. Other terms,
such as “weak democracy” and “partial democracy,” are intended to have
much broader applicability. Useful though these terms can be, especially
when rooted in probing analysis such as O’Donnell’s work on “delegative
democracy,” they share a significant liability: By describing countries
in the gray zone as types of democracies, analysts are in effect trying to
apply the transition paradigm to the very countries whose political
evolution is calling that paradigm into question.12 Most of the “qualified
democracy” terms are used to characterize countries as being stuck
somewhere on the assumed democratization sequence, usually at the start
of the consolidation phase.

The diversity of political patterns within the gray zone is vast. Many
possible subtypes or subcategories could potentially be posited, and much
work remains to be done to assess the nature of gray-zone politics. As a
first analytic step, two broad political syndromes can be seen to be
common in the gray zone. They are not rigidly delineated political-system
types but rather political patterns that have become regular and somewhat
entrenched. Though they have some characteristics in common, they
differ in crucial ways and basically are mutually exclusive.

The first syndrome is feckless pluralism. Countries whose political
life is marked by feckless pluralism tend to have significant amounts of
political freedom, regular elections, and alternation of power between
genuinely different political groupings. Despite these positive features,
however, democracy remains shallow and troubled. Political partici-
pation, though broad at election time, extends little beyond voting.
Political elites from all the major parties or groupings are widely per-
ceived as corrupt, self-interested, and ineffective. The alternation of
power seems only to trade the country’s problems back and forth from
one hapless side to the other. Political elites from all the major parties
are widely perceived as corrupt, self-interested, dishonest, and not serious
about working for their country. The public is seriously disaffected from
politics, and while it may still cling to a belief in the ideal of democracy,
it is extremely unhappy about the political life of the country. Overall,
politics is widely seen as a stale, corrupt, elite-dominated domain that
delivers little good to the country and commands equally little respect.
And the state remains persistently weak. Economic policy is often poorly
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conceived and executed, and economic performance is frequently bad
or even calamitous. Social and political reforms are similarly tenuous,
and successive governments are unable to make headway on most of
the major problems facing the country, from crime and corruption to
health, education, and public welfare generally.

Feckless pluralism is most common in Latin America, a region where
most countries entered their attempted democratic transitions with
diverse political parties already in place yet also with a deep legacy of
persistently poor performance of state institutions. Nicaragua, Ecuador,
Guatemala, Panama, Honduras, and Bolivia all fall into this category,
as did Venezuela in the decade prior to the election of Hugo Chávez.
Argentina and Brazil hover uneasily at its edge. In the postcommunist
world, Moldova, Bosnia, Albania, and Ukraine have at least some
significant signs of the syndrome, with Romania and Bulgaria teetering
on its edge. Nepal is a clear example in Asia; Bangladesh, Mongolia,
and Thailand may also qualify. In sub-Saharan Africa, a few states, such
as Madagascar, Guinea-Bissau, and Sierra Leone, may be cases of
feckless pluralism, though alternation of power remains rare generally
in that region.

There are many variations of feckless pluralism. In some cases, the
parties that alternate power between them are divided by paralyzing
acrimony and devote their time out of power to preventing the other
party from accomplishing anything at all, as in Bangladesh. In other
cases, the main competing groups end up colluding, formally or
informally, rendering the alternation of power unhelpful in a different
manner, as happened in Nicaragua in the late 1990s. In some countries
afflicted with feckless pluralism, the political competition is between
deeply entrenched parties that essentially operate as patronage networks
and seem never to renovate themselves, as in Argentina or Nepal. In
others, the alternation of power occurs between constantly shifting
political groupings, short-lived parties led by charismatic individuals
or temporary alliances in search of a political identity, as in Guatemala
or Ukraine. These varied cases nonetheless share a common condition
that seems at the root of feckless pluralism—the whole class of political
elites, though plural and competitive, are profoundly cut off from the
citizenry, rendering political life an ultimately hollow, unproductive
exercise.

Dominant-Power Politics

The most common other political syndrome in the gray zone is
dominant-power politics. Countries with this syndrome have limited but
still real political space, some political contestation by opposition groups,
and at least most of the basic institutional forms of democracy. Yet one
political grouping—whether it is a movement, a party, an extended
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family, or a single leader—dominates the system in such a way that
there appears to be little prospect of alternation of power in the
foreseeable future.

Unlike in countries beset with feckless pluralism, a key political
problem in dominant-power countries is the blurring of the line between
the state and the ruling party (or ruling political forces). The state’s
main assets—that is to say, the state as a source of money, jobs, public
information (via state media), and police power—are gradually put in
the direct service of the ruling party. Whereas in feckless pluralism
judiciaries are often somewhat independent, the judiciary in dominant-
power countries is typically cowed, as part of the one-sided grip on
power. And while elections in feckless-pluralist countries are often quite
free and fair, the typical pattern in dominant-power countries is one of
dubious but not outright fraudulent elections in which the ruling group
tries to put on a good-enough electoral show to gain the approval of the
international community while quietly tilting the electoral playing field
far enough in its own favor to ensure victory.

As in feckless-pluralist systems, the citizens of dominant-power
systems tend to be disaffected from politics and cut off from significant
political participation beyond voting. Since there is no alternation of
power, however, they are less apt to evince the “a pox on all your houses”
political outlook pervasive in feckless-pluralist systems. Yet those
opposition political parties that do exist generally are hard put to gain
much public credibility due to their perennial status as outsiders to the
main halls of power. Whatever energies and hopes for effective
opposition to the regime remain often reside in civil society groups,
usually a loose collection of advocacy NGOs and independent media
(often funded by Western donors) that skirmish with the government on
human rights, the environment, corruption, and other issues of public
interest.

The state tends to be as weak and poorly performing in dominant-
power countries as in feckless-pluralist countries, though the problem
is often a bureaucracy decaying under the stagnancy of de facto one-
party rule rather than the disorganized, unstable nature of state
management (such as the constant turnover of ministers) typical of
feckless pluralism. The long hold on power by one political group usually
produces large-scale corruption and crony capitalism. Due to the
existence of some political openness in these systems, the leaders do
often feel some pressure from the public about corruption and other
abuses of state power. They even may periodically declare their intention
to root out corruption and strengthen the rule of law. But their deep-
seated intolerance for anything more than limited opposition and the
basic political configuration over which they preside breed the very
problems they publicly commit themselves to tackling.

Dominant-power systems are prevalent in three regions. In sub-
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Saharan Africa, the widely hailed wave of democratization that washed
over the region in the early 1990s has ended up producing many
dominant-power systems. In some cases, one-party states liberalized yet
ended up permitting only very limited processes of political opening, as
in Cameroon, Burkina Faso, Equatorial Guinea, Tanzania, Gabon, Kenya,
and Mauritania. In a few cases, old regimes were defeated or collapsed,
yet the new regimes have ended up in dominant-party structures, as in
Zambia in the 1990s, or the forces previously shunted aside have
reclaimed power, as in Congo (Brazzaville).

Dominant-power systems are found in the former Soviet Union as
well. Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan fall
in this category. The other Central Asian republics and Belarus are better
understood as out-and-out authoritarian systems. The liberalization trend
that arose in the Middle East in the mid-1980s and has unfolded in fits
and starts ever since has moved some countries out of the authoritarian
camp into the dominant-power category. These include Morocco, Jordan,
Algeria, Egypt, Iran, and Yemen. Dominant-power systems are scarce
outside of these three regions. In Asia, Malaysia and Cambodia count
as examples. In Latin America, Paraguay may be one case, and Venezuela
is likely headed toward becoming a second.

Dominant-power systems vary in their degree of freedom and their
political direction. Some have very limited political space and are close
to being dictatorships. Others allow much more freedom, albeit still with
limits. A few “transitional countries,” including the important cases of
South Africa and Russia, fall just to the side of this syndrome. They
have a fair amount of political freedom and have held competitive
elections of some legitimacy (though sharp debate on that issue exists
with regard to Russia). Yet they are ruled by political forces that appear
to have a long-term hold on power (if one considers the shift from Yeltsin
to Putin more as a political transfer than an alternation of power), and it
is hard to imagine any of the existing opposition parties coming to power
for many years to come. If they maintain real political freedom and open
competition for power, they may join the ranks of cases, such as Italy
and Japan (prior to the 1990s) and Botswana, of longtime democratic
rule by one party. Yet due to the tenuousness of their new democratic
institutions, they face the danger of slippage toward the dominant-power
syndrome.

As political syndromes, both feckless pluralism and dominant-power
politics have some stability. Once in them, countries do not move out of
them easily. Feckless pluralism achieves its own dysfunctional
equilibrium—the passing of power back and forth between competing
elites who are largely isolated from the citizenry but willing to play by
widely accepted rules. Dominant-power politics also often achieves a
kind of stasis, with the ruling group able to keep political opposition on
the ropes while permitting enough political openness to alleviate pressure
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from the public. They are by no means permanent political configu-
rations; no political configuration lasts forever. Countries can and do
move out of them—either from one to the other or out of either toward
liberal democracy or dictatorship. For a time in the 1990s, Ukraine
seemed stuck in dominant-power politics but may be shifting to some-
thing more like feckless pluralism. Senegal was previously a clear case
of dominant-power politics but, with the opposition victory in the 2000
elections, may be moving toward either liberal democracy or feckless
pluralism.

Although many countries in the gray zone have ended up as examples
of either feckless pluralism or dominant-power politics, not all have. A
small number of “transitional countries” have moved away from
authoritarian rule only in the last several years, and their political trajec-
tory is as yet unclear. Indonesia, Nigeria, Serbia, and Croatia are four
prominent examples of this type. Some countries that experienced
political openings in the 1980s or 1990s have been so wracked by civil
conflict that their political systems are too unstable or incoherent to pin
down easily, though they are definitely not on a path of democratization.
The Democratic Republic of Congo, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Somalia
all represent this situation.

The Crash of Assumptions

Taken together, the political trajectories of most third-wave countries
call into serious doubt the transition paradigm. This is apparent if we
revisit the major assumptions underlying the paradigm in light of the
above analysis.

First, the almost automatic assumption of democracy promoters during
the peak years of the third wave that any country moving away from
dictatorship was “in transition to democracy” has often been inaccurate
and misleading. Some of those countries have hardly democratized at
all. Many have taken on a smattering of democratic features but show
few signs of democratizing much further and are certainly not following
any predictable democratization script. The most common political
patterns to date among the “transitional countries”—feckless pluralism
and dominant-power politics—include elements of democracy but should
be understood as alternative directions, not way stations to liberal
democracy. The persistence in official U.S. democracy-promotion circles
of using transitional language to characterize countries that in no way
conform to any democratization paradigm borders in some case on the
surreal—including not just the case of Congo cited above but many
others, such as Moldova (“Moldova’s democratic transition continues
to progress steadily”), Zambia (“Zambia is . . . moving steadily toward
. . . the creation of a viable multiparty democracy”), Cambodia (“policy
successes in Cambodia towards democracy and improved governance
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within the past 18 months are numerous”), and Guinea (“Guinea has
made significant strides toward building a democratic society”).13 The
continued use of the transition paradigm constitutes a dangerous habit
of trying to impose a simplistic and often incorrect conceptual order on
an empirical tableau of considerable complexity.

Second, not only is the general label and concept of “transitional
country” unhelpful, but the assumed sequence of stages of democrati-
zation is defied by the record of experience. Some of the most encour-
aging cases of democratization in recent years—such as Taiwan, South
Korea, and Mexico—did not go through the paradigmatic process of
democratic breakthrough followed rapidly by national elections and a
new democratic institutional framework. Their political evolutions were
defined by an almost opposite phenomenon—extremely gradual, incre-
mental processes of liberalization with an organized political opposition
(not softliners in the regime) pushing for change across successive
elections and finally winning. And in many of the countries that did go
through some version of what appeared to be a democratic breakthrough,
the assumed sequence of changes—first settling constitutive issues then
working through second-order reforms—has not held. Constitutive issues
have reemerged at unpredictable times, upending what are supposed to
be later stages of transition, as in the recent political crises in Ecuador,
the Central African Republic, and Chad.

Moreover, the various assumed component processes of consoli-
dation—political party development, civil society strengthening, judicial
reform, and media development—almost never conform to the techno-
cratic ideal of rational sequences on which the indicator frameworks
and strategic objectives of democracy promoters are built. Instead they
are chaotic processes of change that go backwards and sideways as much
as forward, and do not do so in any regular manner.

The third assumption of the transition paradigm—the notion that
achieving regular, genuine elections will not only confer democratic
legitimacy on new governments but continuously deepen political
participation and democratic accountability—has often come up short.
In many “transitional countries,” reasonably regular, genuine elections
are held but political participation beyond voting remains shallow and
governmental accountability is weak. The wide gulf between political
elites and citizens in many of these countries turns out to be rooted in
structural conditions, such as the concentration of wealth or certain
sociocultural traditions, that elections themselves do not overcome. It is
also striking how often electoral competition does little to stimulate the
renovation or development of political parties in many gray-zone
countries. Such profound pathologies as highly personalistic parties,
transient and shifting parties, or stagnant patronage-based politics appear
to be able to coexist for sustained periods with at least somewhat legiti-
mate processes of political pluralism and competition.
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These disappointments certainly do not mean that elections are
pointless in such countries or that the international community should
not continue to push for free and fair elections. But greatly reduced
expectations are in order as to what elections will accomplish as genera-
tors of deep-reaching democratic change. Nepal is a telling example in
this regard. Since 1990, Nepal has held many multiparty elections and
experienced frequent alternation of power. Yet the Nepalese public
remains highly disaffected from the political system and there is little
real sense of democratic accountability.

Fourth, ever since “preconditions for democracy” were enthusi-
astically banished in the heady early days of the third wave, a contrary
reality—the fact that various structural conditions clearly weigh heavily
in shaping political outcomes—has been working its way back in. Look-
ing at the more successful recent cases of democratization, for example,
which tend to be found in Central Europe, the Southern Cone, or East
Asia, it is clear that relative economic wealth, as well as past experience
with political pluralism, contributes to the chances for democratic suc-
cess. And looking comparatively within regions, whether in the former
communist world or sub-Saharan Africa, it is evident that the specific
institutional legacies from predecessor regimes strongly affect the
outcomes of attempted transitions.

During the 1990s, a number of scholars began challenging the “no
preconditions” line, with analyses of the roles that economic wealth,
institutional legacies, social class, and other structural factors play in
attempted democratic transitions.14 Yet it has been hard for the democracy-
promotion community to take this work on board. Democracy promo-
ters are strongly wedded to their focus on political processes and
institutions. They have been concerned that trying to blend that focus
with economic or sociocultural perspectives might lead to the dilution or
reduction of democracy assistance. And having set up as organizations
with an exclusively political perspective, it is hard for democracy-
promotion groups to include other kinds of expertise or approaches.

Fifth, state-building has been a much larger and more problematic
issue than originally envisaged in the transition paradigm. Contrary to
the early assumptions of democracy-aid practitioners, many third-wave
countries have faced fundamental state-building challenges. Approxi-
mately 20 countries in the former Soviet Union and former Yugoslavia
have had to build national state institutions where none existed before.
Throughout much of sub-Saharan Africa, the liberalizing political wave
of the 1990s ran squarely into the sobering reality of devastatingly weak
states. In many parts of Latin America, the Middle East, and Asia,
political change was carried out in the context of stable state structures,
but the erratic performance of those states complicated every step.

Where state-building from scratch had to be carried out, the core
impulses and interests of powerholders—such as locking in access to
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power and resources as quickly as possible—ran directly contrary to
what democracy-building would have required. In countries with existing
but extremely weak states, the democracy-building efforts funded by
donors usually neglected the issue of state-building. With their frequent
emphasis on diffusing power and weakening the relative power of the
executive branch—by strengthening the legislative and judicial branches
of government, encouraging decentralization, and building civil
society—they were more about the redistribution of state power than
about state-building. The programs that democracy promoters have
directed at governance have tended to be minor technocratic efforts,
such as training ministerial staff or aiding cabinet offices, rather than
major efforts at bolstering state capacity.

Letting Go

It is time for the democracy-promotion community to discard the
transition paradigm. Analyzing the record of experience in the many
countries that democracy activists have been labeling “transitional
countries,” it is evident that it is no longer appropriate to assume:

• that most of these countries are actually in a transition to democracy;
• that countries moving away from authoritarianism tend to follow a

three-part process of democratization consisting of opening, break-
through, and consolidation;

• that the establishment of regular, genuine elections will not only
give new governments democratic legitimacy but foster a longer term
deepening of democratic participation and accountability;

• that a country’s chances for successfully democratizing depend
primarily on the political intentions and actions of its political elites
without significant influence from underlying economic, social, and
institutional conditions and legacies;

• that state-building is a secondary challenge to democracy-building
and largely compatible with it.

It is hard to let go of the transitional paradigm, both for the conceptual
order and for the hopeful vision it provides. Giving it up constitutes a
major break, but not a total one. It does not mean denying that important
democratic reforms have occurred in many countries in the past two
decades. It does not mean that countries in the gray zone are doomed
never to achieve well-functioning liberal democracy. It does not mean
that free and fair elections in “transitional countries” are futile or not
worth supporting. It does not mean that the United States and other
international actors should abandon efforts to promote democracy in
the world (if anything, it implies that, given how difficult democratization
is, efforts to promote it should be redoubled).

It does mean, however, that democracy promoters should approach
their work with some very different assumptions. They should start by
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assuming that what is often thought of as an uneasy, precarious middle
ground between full-fledged democracy and outright dictatorship is
actually the most common political condition today of countries in the

developing world and the postcom-
munist world. It is not an exceptional
category to be defined only in terms
of its not being one thing or the
other; it is a state of normality for
many societies, for better or worse.
The seemingly continual surprise and
disappointment that Western political
analysts express over the very fre-
quent falling short of democracy in
“transitional countries” should be
replaced with realistic expectations
about the likely patterns of political
life in these countries.

Aid practitioners and policy makers
looking at politics in a country that
has recently moved away from

authoritarianism should not start by asking, “How is its democratic
transition going?” They should instead formulate a more open-ended
query, “What is happening politically?” Insisting on the former approach
leads to optimistic assumptions that often shunt the analysis down a
blind alley. To take one example, during the 1990s, Western policy
makers habitually analyzed Georgia’s post-1991 political evolution as
a democratic transition, highlighting the many formal achievements, and
holding up a basically positive image of the country. Then suddenly, at
the end of the decade, the essential hollowness of Georgia’s “democratic
transition” became too apparent to ignore, and Georgia is now suddenly
talked about as a country in serious risk of state failure or deep socio-
political crisis.15

A whole generation of democracy aid is based on the transition
paradigm, above all the typical emphasis on an institutional “checklist”
as a basis for creating programs, and the creation of nearly standard
portfolios of aid projects consisting of the same diffuse set of efforts all
over—some judicial reform, parliamentary strengthening, civil society
assistance, media work, political party development, civic education,
and electoral programs. Much of the democracy aid based on this
paradigm is exhausted. Where the paradigm fits well—in the small
number of clearly successful transitions—the aid is not much needed.
Where democracy aid is needed most, in many of the gray-zone countries,
the paradigm fits poorly.

Democracy promoters need to focus in on the key political patterns
of each country in which they intervene, rather than trying to do a little

What is often thought of
as an uneasy, precarious
middle ground between
full-fledged democracy
and outright dictatorship
is actually the most
common political
condition today of
countries in the
developing world and the
postcommunist world.
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of everything according to a template of ideal institutional forms. Where
feckless pluralism reigns, this means giving concentrated attention to
two interrelated issues: how to improve the variety and quality of the
main political actors in the society and how to begin to bridge the gulf
between the citizenry and the formal political system. Much greater
attention to political party development should be a major part of the
response, with special attention to encouraging new entrants into the
political party scene, changing the rules and incentive systems that shape
the current party structures, and fostering strong connections between
parties and civil society groups (rather than encouraging civil society
groups to stay away from partisan politics).

In dominant-power systems, democracy promoters should devote
significant attention to the challenge of helping to encourage the growth
of alternative centers of power. Merely helping finance the proliferation
of nongovernmental organizations is an inadequate approach to this
challenge. Again, political party development must be a top agenda item,
especially through measures aimed at changing the way political parties
are financed. It should include efforts to examine how the over-
concentration of economic power (a standard feature of dominant-power
systems) can be reduced as well as measures that call attention to and
work against the blurring of the line between the ruling party and the
state.

In other types of gray-zone countries, democracy promoters will need
to settle on other approaches. The message for all gray-zone countries,
however, is the same—falling back on a smorgasbord of democracy
programs based on the vague assumption that they all contribute to some
assumed process of consolidation is not good enough. Democracy aid
must proceed from a penetrating analysis of the particular core syndrome
that defines the political life of the country in question, and how aid
interventions can change that syndrome.

Moving beyond the transition paradigm also means getting serious
about bridging the longstanding divide between aid programs directed
at democracy-building and those focused on social and economic
development. USAID has initiated some work on this topic but has only
scratched the surface of what could become a major synthesis of disparate
domains in the aid world. One example of a topic that merits the
combined attention of economic aid providers and democracy promoters
is privatization programs. These programs have major implications for
how power is distributed in a society, how ruling political forces can
entrench themselves, and how the public participates in major policy
decisions. Democracy promoters need to take a serious interest in these
reform efforts and learn to make a credible case to economists that they
should have a place at the table when such programs are being planned.
The same is true for any number of areas of socioeconomic reform that
tend to be a major focus of economic aid providers and that have
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potentially significant effects on the underlying sociopolitical domain,
including pension reform, labor law reform, antitrust policy, banking
reform, and tax reform. The onus is on democracy-aid providers to
develop a broader conception of democracy work and to show that they
have something to contribute on the main stage of the development-
assistance world.

These are only provisional ideas. Many other “next generation”
challenges remain to be identified. The core point, however, is plain:
The transition paradigm was a product of a certain time—the heady early
days of the third wave—and that time has now passed. It is necessary
for democracy activists to move on to new frameworks, new debates,
and perhaps eventually a new paradigm of political change—one suited
to the landscape of today, not the lingering hopes of an earlier era.
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H e r e  I depict a "new species," a type of existing democracies that has 
yet to be theorized. As often happens, it has many similarities with 
other, already recognized species, with cases shading off between the 
former and some variety of the latter. Still, I believe that the differences 
are significant enough to warrant an attempt at such a depiction. The 
drawing of neater boundaries between these types of democracy depends 
on empirical research, as well as more refined analytical work that I am 
now undertaking. But if I really have found a new species (and not a 
member of an already recognized family, or a form too evanescent to 
merit conceptualization), it may be worth exploring its main features. 

Scholars who have worked on democratic transitions and 
consolidation have repeatedly said that, since it would be wrong to 
assume that these processes all culminate in the same result, we need 
a typology of democracies. Some interesting efforts have been made, 
focused on the consequences, in terms of types of democracy and policy 
patterns, of various paths to democratization. I My own ongoing research 
suggests, however, that the more decisive factors for generating various 
kinds of democracy are not related to the characteristics of the 
preceding authoritarian regime or to the process of transition. Instead, 
I believe that we must focus upon various long-term historical factors, 
as well as the degree of severity of the socioeconomic problems that 
newly installed democratic governments inherit. 

Let me briefly state the main points of my argument: 1) Existing 
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theories and typologies of democracy refer to representative democracy 
as it exists, with all its variations and subtypes, in highly developed 
capitalist countries. 2) Some newly installed democracies (Argentina, 
Brazil, Peru, Ecuador, Bolivia, Philippines, Korea, and many 
postcommunist countries) are democracies, in the sense that they meet 
Robert Dahl's criteria for the definition of polyarchy. 2 3) Yet these 
democracies are not--and do not seem to be on the path toward 
becoming--representative democracies; they present characteristics that 
prompt me to call them delegative democracies (DD). 4) DDs are not 
consolidated (i.e., institutionalized) democracies, but they may be 
enduring. In many cases, there is no sign either of any imminent threat 
of an authoritarian regression, or of advances toward representative 
democracy. 5) There is an important interaction effect: the deep social 
and economic crisis that most of these countries inherited from their 
authoritarian predecessors reinforces certain practices and conceptions 
about the proper exercise of political authority that lead in the direction 
of delegative, not representative democracy. 

The following considerations underlie the argument presented above: 3 
A) The installation of a democratically elected government opens the 

way for a "second transition," often longer and more complex than the 
initial transition from authoritarian rule. 

B) This second transition is supposed to be from a democratically 
elected government to an institutionalized, consolidated democratic 
regime. 

C) Nothing guarantees, however, that this second transition will 
occur. New democracies may regress to authoritarian rule, or they may 
stall in a feeble, uncertain situation. This situation may endure without 
opening avenues for institutionalized forms of democracy. 

D) The crucial element determining the success of the second 
transition is the building of a set of institutions that become important 
decisional points in the flow of political power. 

E) For such a successful outcome to occur, governmental policies 
and the political strategies of various agents must embody the 
recognition of a paramount shared interest in democratic institution 
building. The successful cases have featured a decisive coalition of 
broadly supported political leaders who take great care in creating and 
strengthening democratic political institutions. These institutions, in turn, 
have made it easier to cope with the social and economic problems 
inherited from the authoritarian regime. This was the case in Spain, 
Portugal (although not immediately after democratic installation), 
Uruguay, and Chile. 

F) In contrast, the cases of delegative democracy mentioned earlier 
have achieved neither institutional progress nor much governmental 
effectiveness in dealing with their respective social and economic crises. 

Before elaborating these themes in greater detail, I must make a brief 
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excursus to explain more precisely what I mean by institutions and 
institutionalization, thereby bringing into sharper focus the patterns that 
fail to develop under delegative democracy. 

On Institutions 

Institutions are regularized patterns of interaction that are known, 
practiced, and regularly accepted (if not necessarily normatively 
approved) by social agents who expect to continue interacting under the 
rules and norms formally or informally embodied in those patterns. 
Sometimes, but not necessarily, institutions become formal organizations: 
they materialize in buildings, seals, rituals, and persons in roles that 
authorize them to "speak for" the organization. 

1 am concerned here with a subset: democratic institutions. Their 
definition is elusive, so I will delimit the concept by way of some 
approximations. To begin with, democratic institutions are political 
institutions. They have a recognizable, direct relationship with the main 
themes of politics: the making of decisions that are mandatory within 
a given territory, the channels of access to decision-making roles, and 
the shaping of the interests and identities that claim such access. The 
boundaries between what is and is not a political institution are blurred, 
and vary across time and countries. 

We need a second approximation. Some political institutions are 
formal organizations belonging to the constitutional network of a 
polyarchy: these include congress, the judiciary, and political parties. 
Others, such as fair elections, have an intermittent organizational 
embodiment but are no less indispensable. The main question about all 
these institutions is how they work: are they really important decisional 
points in the flow of influence, power, and policy? If they are not, 
what are the consequences for the overall political process? 

Other factors indispensable for the workings of democracy in 
contemporary societies--those that pertain to the formation and 
representation of collective identities and interests--may or may not be 
institutionalized, or they may be operative only for a part of the 
potentially relevant sectors. In representative democracies, those patterns 
are highly institutionalized and organizationally embodied through 
pluralist or neocorporatist arrangements. 

The characteristics of a functioning institutional setting include the 
following: 

1) Institutions both incorporate and exclude. They determine which 
agents, on the basis of which resources, claims, and procedures, are 
accepted as valid participants in their decision-making and 
implementation processes. These criteria are necessarily selective: they 
fit (and favor) some agents; they may lead others to reshape themselves 
in order to meet them; and for various reasons, they may be impossible 
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to meet, or unacceptable, for still others. The scope of an institution is 
the degree to which it incorporates and excludes its set of potentially 
relevant agents. 

2) Institutions shape the probability distribution of outcomes. As 
Adam Przeworski has noted, institutions "process" only certain actors 
and resources, and do so under certain rules? This predetermines the 
range of feasible outcomes, and their likelihood within that range. 
Democratic institutions, for example, preclude the use or threat of force 
and the outcomes that this would generate. On the other hand, the 
subset of democratic institutions based on the universality of the vote, 
as Philippe Schmitter and Wolfgang Streeck have argued, is not good 
at processing the intensity of preferencesP Institutions of interest 
representation are better at processing the intensity of preferences, 
although at the expense of the universalism of voting and citizenship 
and, often, of the "democraticness" of their decision making. 

3) Institutions tend to aggregate, and to stabilize the aggregation of, 
the level of action and organization of agents interacting with them. 
The rules established by institutions influence strategic decisions by 
agents as to the degree of aggregation that is more efficacious for them 
in terms of the likelihood of favorable outcomes. Institutions, or rather 
the persons who occupy decision-making roles within them, have limited 
information-processing capabilities and attention spans. Consequently, 
those persons prefer to interact with relatively few agents and issues at 
a timeP This tendency toward aggregation is another reason for the 
exclusionary side of every institution. 

4) Institutions induce patterns of representation. For the same 
reasons, institutions favor the transformation of the many potential 
voices of their constituencies into a few that can claim to speak as their 
representatives. Representation involves, on the one hand, the 
acknowledged right to speak for some relevant others and, on the other, 
the ability to deliver the compliance of those others with what the 
representative decides. Insofar as this capability is demonstrated and the 
given rules of the game are respected, institutions and their various 
representatives develop an interest in their mutual coexistence as 
interacting agents. 

5) Institutions stabilize agents~representatives and their expectations. 
Institutional leaders and representatives come to expect behaviors within 
a relatively narrow range of possibilities from a set of actors that they 
expect to meet again in the next round of interactions. Certain agents 
may not like the narrowing of expected behaviors, but they anticipate 
that deviations from such expectations are likely to be 
counterproductive. This is the point at which it may be said that an 
institution (which probably has become a formal organization) is strong. 
The institution is in equilibrium; it is in nobody's interest to change it, 
except in incremental and basically consensual ways. 
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6) Institutions lengthen the time-horizons of actors. The stabilization 
of agents and expectations entails a time dimension: institutionalized 
interactions are expected to continue into the future among the same (or 
a slowly and rather predictably changing) set of agents. This, together 
with a high level of aggregation of representation and of control of 
their constituencies, is the foundation for the "competitive cooperation" 
that characterizes institutionalized democracies: one-shot prisoner's 
dilemmas can be overcome, 7 bargaining (including logrolling) is 
facilitated, various trade-offs over time become feasible, and sequential 
attention to issues makes it possible to accommodate an otherwise 
unmanageable agenda. The establishment of these practices further 
strengthens the willingness of all relevant agents to recognize one 
another as valid interlocutors, and enhances the value that they attach 
to the institution that shapes their interrelationships. This virtuous circle 
is completed when most democratic institutions achieve not only 
reasonable scope and strength but also a high density of multiple and 
stabilized interrelationships. This makes these institutions important 
points of decision in the overall political process, and a consolidated, 
institutionalized democracy thus emerges. 

A way to summarize what I have said is that, in the functioning of 
contemporary, complex societies, democratic political institutions provide 
a crucial level of mediation and aggregation between, on one side, 
structural factors and, on the other, not only individuals but also the 
diverse groupings under which society organizes its multiple interests 
and identities. This intermediate--i.e., institutional--level has an 
important impact on the patterns of organization of society, bestowing 
representation upon some participants in the political process and 
excluding others. Institutionalization undeniably entails heavy costs--not 
only exclusion but also the recurring, and all too real, nightmares of 
bureaucratization and boredom. The alternative, however, submerges 
social and political life in the hell of a colossal prisoner's dilemma. 

This is, of course, an ideal typical description, but I find it useful 
for tracing, by way of contrast, the peculiarities of a situation where 
there is a dearth of democratic institutions. A noninstitutionalized 
democracy is characterized by the restricted scope, the weakness, and 
the low density of whatever political institutions exist. The place of 
well-functioning institutions is taken by other nonformalized but strongly 
operative practices----clientelism, patrimonialism, and corruption. 

C h a r a c t e r i z i n g  D e l e g a t i v e  Democracy 

Delegative democracies rest on the premise that whoever wins 
election to the presidency is thereby entitled to govern as he or she 
sees fit, constrained only by the hard facts of existing power relations 
and by a constitutionally limited term of office. The president is taken 
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to be the embodiment of the nation and the main custodian and definer 
of its interests. The policies of his government need bear no 
resemblance to the promises of his campaign--has not the president 
been authorized to govern as he (or she) thinks best? Since this paternal 
figure is supposed to take care of the whole nation, his political base 
must be a movement, the supposedly vibrant overcoming of the 
factionalism and conflicts associated with parties. Typically, winning 
presidential candidates in DDs present themselves as above both political 
parties and organized interests. How could it be otherwise for somebody 
who claims to embody the whole of the nation? In this view, other 
institutions-----courts and legislatures, for instance--are nuisances that 
come attached to the domestic and international advantages of being a 
democratically elected president. Accountability to such institutions 
appears as a mere impediment to the full authority that the president 
has been delegated to exercise. 

Delegative democracy is not alien to the democratic tradition. It is 
more democratic, but less liberal, than representative democracy. DD is 
strongly majoritarian. It consists in constituting, through clean elections, 
a majority that empowers someone to become, for a given number of 
years, the embodiment and interpreter of the high interests of the nation. 
Often, DDs use devices such as runoff elections if the first round of 
elections does not generate a clear-cut majority. 8 This majority must be 
created to support the myth of legitimate delegation. Furthermore, DD 
is strongly individualistic, but more in a Hobbesian than a Lockean 
way: voters are supposed to choose, irrespective of their identities and 
affiliations, the individual who is most fit to take responsibility for the 
destiny of the country. Elections in DDs are a very emotional and high- 
stakes event: candidates compete for a chance to rule virtually free of 
all constraints save those imposed by naked, noninstitutionalized power 
relations. After the election, voters/delegators are expected to become 
a passive but cheering audience of what the president does. 

Extreme individualism in constituting executive power combines well 
with the organicism of the Leviathan. The nation and its "authentic" 
political expression, the leader and his "Movement," are postulated as 
living organisms. ~ The leader has to heal the nation by uniting its 
dispersed fragments into a harmonious whole. Since the body politic is 
in disarray, and since its existing voices only reproduce its 
fragmentation, delegation includes the right (and the duty) of 
administering the unpleasant medicines that will restore the health of the 
nation. For this view, it seems obvious that only the head really knows: 
the president and his most trusted advisors are the alpha and the omega 
of politics. Furthermore, some of the problems of the nation can only 
be solved by highly technical criteria. Tdcnicos, especially in economic 
policy, must be politically shielded by the president against the manifold 
resistance of society. In the meantime, it is "obvious" that 
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resistance--be it from congress, political parties, interest groups, or 
crowds in the streets--has to be ignored. This organicistic discourse fits 
poorly with the dry arguments of the technocrats, and the myth of 
delegation is consummated: the president isolates himself from most 
political institutions and organized interests, and bears sole responsibility 
for the successes and failures of "his" policies. 

This curious blend of organicistic and technocratic conceptions was 
present in recent bureaucratic-authoritarian regimes. Although the 
language (but not the organicistic metaphors) was different, those 
conceptions were also present in communist regimes. But there are 
important differences between these regimes and DDs. In DDs, parties, 
the congress, and the press are generally free to voice their criticisms. 
Sometimes the courts, citing what the executive typically dismisses as 
"legalistic, formalistic reasons," block unconstitutional policies. Workers' 
and capitalists' associations often complain loudly. The party (or 
coalition) that elected the president despairs about its loss of popularity, 
and refuses parliamentary support for the policies he has "foisted" on 
them. This increases the political isolation of the president, his 
difficulties in forming a stable legislative coalition, and his propensity 
to sidestep, ignore, or corrupt the congress and other institutions. 

Here it is necessary to elaborate on what makes representative 
democracy different from its deiegative cousin. Representation 
necessarily involves an element of delegation: through some procedure, 
a collectivity authorizes some individuals to speak for it, and eventually 
to commit the collectivity to what the representative decides. 
Consequently, representation and delegation are not polar opposites. It 
is not always easy to make a sharp distinction between the type of 
democracy which is organized around "representative delegation" and the 
type where the delegative element overshadows the representative one. 

Representation entails accountability: somehow representatives are 
held responsible for their actions by those they claim to be entitled to 
speak for. In institutionalized democracies, accountability runs not only 
vertically, making elected officials answerable to the ballot box, but also 
horizontally, across a network of relatively autonomous powers (i.e., 
other institutions) that can call into question, and eventually punish, 
improper ways of discharging the responsibilities of a given official. 
Representation and accountability entail the republican dimension of 
democracy: the existence and enforcement of a careful distinction 
between the public and the private interests of office holders. Vertical 
accountability, along with the freedom to form parties and to try to 
influence public opinion, exists in both representative and delegative 
democracies. But the horizontal accountability characteristic of 
representative democracy is extremely weak or nonexistent in delegative 
democracies. Furthermore, since the institutions that make horizontal 
accountability effective are seen by delegative presidents as unnecessary 
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encumbrances to their "mission," they make strenuous efforts to hamper 
the development of such institutions. 

Notice that what matters is not only the values and beliefs of 
officials (whether elected or not) but also the fact that they are 
embedded in a network of institutionalized power relations. Since those 
relations may be mobilized to impose punishment, rational actors will 
calculate the likely costs when they consider undertaking improper 
behavior. Of course, the workings of this system of mutual 
responsibility leave much to be desired everywhere. Still, it seems clear 
that the rule-like force of certain codes of conduct shapes the behavior 
of relevant agents in representative democracies much more than in 
delegative democracies. Institutions do matter, particularly when the 
comparison is not among different sets of strong institutions but 
between strong institutions and extremely weak or nonexistent ones. 

Because policies are carried out by a series of relatively autonomous 
powers, decision making in representative democracies tends to be slow 
and incremental and sometimes prone to gridiock. But, by this same 
token, those policies are usually vaccinated against gross mistakes, and 
they have a reasonably good chance of being implemented: moreover, 
responsibility for mistakes tends to be widely shared. As noted, DD 
implies weak institutionalization and, at best, is indifferent toward 
strengthening it. DD gives the president the apparent advantage of 
having practically no horizontal accountability. DD has the additional 
apparent advantage of allowing swift policy making, but at the expense 
of a higher likelihood of gross mistakes, of hazardous implementation, 
and of concentrating responsibility for the outcomes on the president. 
Not surprisingly, presidents in DDs tend to suffer wild swings in 
popularity: one day they are acclaimed as providential saviors, and the 
next they are cursed as only fallen gods can be. 

Whether it is due to culture, tradition, or historically-structured 
learning, the plebiscitary tendencies of delegative democracy were 
detectable in most Latin American (and, for that matter, many 
post-communist, Asian, and African) countries long before the present 
social and economic crisis. This kind of rule has been analyzed as a 
chapter in the study of authoritarianism, under such names as caesarism, 
bonapartism, caudillismo, populism, and the like. But it should also be 
seen as a peculiar type of democracy that overlaps with and differs 
from those authoritarian forms in interesting ways. Even if DD belongs 
to the democratic genus, however, it could hardly be less congenial to 
the building and strengthening of democratic political institutions. 

Comparisons with the Past 

The great wave of democratization prior to the one we are now 
witnessing occurred after World War II, as an imposition by the Allied 
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powers on defeated Germany, Italy, Japan, and to some extent Austria. 
The resulting conditions were remarkably different from the ones faced 
today by Latin America and the postcommunist countries: 1) In the 
wake of the destruction wrought by the war, the economic expectations 
of the people probably were very moderate. 2) There were massive 
injections of capital, principally but not exclusively (e.g., the forgiving 
of Germany's foreign debt) through the Marshall Plan. 3) As a 
consequence, and helped by an expanding world economy, the former 
Axis powers soon achieved rapid rates of economic growth. These were 
not the only factors at work, but they greatly aided in the consolidation 
of democracy in those countries. Furthermore, these same factors 
contributed to political stability and to stable public policy coalitions: 
it took about 20 years for a change of the governing party in Germany, 
and the dominant parties in Italy and Japan held sway for nearly half 
a century. 

In contrast, in the transitions of the 1970s and 1980s, reflecting the 
much less congenial context in which they occurred, victory in the first 
election after the demise of the authoritarian regime guaranteed that the 
winning party would be defeated, if not virtually disappear, in the next 
election. This happened in Spain, Portugal, Greece, Argentina, Bolivia, 
Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, Uruguay, Korea, and the Philippines. But this 
pattern appears together with important variations in the social and 
economic performance of the new governments. Most of these countries 
inherited serious socioeconomic difficulties from the preceding 
authoritarian regimes, and were severely affected by the worldwide 
economic troubles of the 1970s and early 1980s. In all of them, the 
socioeconomic problems at some point reached crisis proportions and 
were seen to require decisive government action. Yet however serious 
the economic problems of the 1970s in Southern Europe may have 
been, they appear mild when compared to those besetting the newly 
democratized postcomrnunist and Latin American countries (with Chile 
as a partial exception). Very high inflation, economic stagnation, a 
severe financial crisis of the state, a huge foreign and domestic public 
debt, increased inequality, and a sharp deterioration of social policies 
and welfare provisions are all aspects of this crisis. 

Again, however, important differences emerge among the Latin 
American countries. During its first democratic government under 
President Sanguinetti, the Uruguayan economy performed quite well: the 
annual rate of inflation dropped from three to two digits, while GNP, 
investment, and real wages registered gradual increases. The government 
pursued incremental economic policies, most of them negotiated with 
congress and various organized interests. Chile under President Aylwin 
has followed the same path. By contrast, Argentina, Brazil, and Peru 
opted for drastic and surprising economic stabilization "packages": the 
Austral Plan in Argentina, the Cruzado Plan in Brazil, and the Inti Plan 
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in Peru. Bolivia, too, adopted this kind of stabilization package in the 
1980s. Although this program----closer than the previously mentioned 
ones to the prescriptions of the international financial organizations has 
been praised for its success in controlling inflation, GNP and investment 
growth remain anemic. Moreover, the brutality with which worker 
protests against the program were suppressed hardly qualifies as 
democratic. 

These "packages" have been disastrous. They did not solve any of 
the inherited problems; rather, it is difficult to find a single one that 
they did not worsen. Disagreement lingers about whether these programs 
were intrinsically flawed, or suffered from corrigible defects, or were 
sound but undone by "exogenous" political factors. However that may 
be, it is clear that the experience of these failures reinforced the 
decision by the democratic leaders of Chile to avoid this ruinous road. 
This makes Uruguay--a country that inherited from the authoritarian 
regime a situation that was every bit as bad as Argentina's or 
Brazil 's--a very interesting case. Why did the Uruguayan government 
not adopt its own stabilization package, especially during the euphoria 
that followed the first stages of the Austral and the Cruzado plans? Was 
it because President Sanguinetti and his collaborators were wiser or 
better informed than their Argentinean, Brazilian, and Peruvian 
counterparts? Probably not. The difference is that Uruguay is a case of 
redemocratization, where Congress went to work effectively as soon as 
democracy was restored. Facing a strongly institutionalized legislature 
and a series of constitutional restrictions and historically embedded 
practices, no Uruguayan president could have gotten away with 
decreeing a drastic stabilization package. In Uruguay, for the enactment 
of many of the policies typically contained in those packages, the 
president must go through Congress. Furthermore, going through 
Congress means having to negotiate not only with parties and 
legislators, but also with various organized interests. Consequently, 
against the presumed preferences of some of its top members, the 
economic policies of the Uruguayan government were "condemned" to 
be incremental and limited to quite modest goals--such as achieving the 
decent performance we have seen. Looking at Uruguay--and, more 
recently, Chile---one learns about the difference between having or not 
having a network of institutionalized powers that gives texture to the 
policy-making process. Or, in other words, about the difference between 
representative and delegative democracy. 

T h e  C y c l e  o f  Cr i s i s  

Now I will focus on some South American cases of delegative 
democracy--Argentina, Brazil, and Peru. There is no need to detail the 
depth of the crisis that these countries inherited from their respective 
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authoritarian regimes. Such a crisis generates a strong sense of urgency 
and provides fertile terrain for unleashing the delegative propensities that 
may be present in a given country. Problems and demands mount up 
before inexperienced governments that must operate through a weak and 
disarticulated (if not disloyal) bureaucracy. Presidents get elected by 
promising that they--being strong, courageous, above parties and 
interests, machos--will save the country. Theirs is a "government of 
saviors" (salvadores de la patria). This leads to a "magical" style of 
policy making: the delegative "mandate" supposedly bestowed by the 
majority, strong political will, and technical knowledge should suffice 
to fulfill the savior's mission--the "packages" follow as a corollary. 

The longer and deeper the crisis, and the less the confidence that the 
government will be able to solve it, the more rational it becomes for 
everyone to act: 1) in a highly disaggregated manner, especially in 
relation to state agencies that may help to alleviate the consequences of 
the crisis for a given group or sector (thus further weakening and 
corrupting the state apparatus); 2) with extremely short time-horizons; 
and 3) with the assumption that everyone else will do the same. In 
short, there is a general scramble for narrow, short-term advantage. This 
prisoner's dilemma is the exact opposite of the conditions that foster 
both strong democratic institutions and reasonably effective ways of 
dealing with pressing national problems. 

Once the initial hopes are dashed and the first packages have failed, 
cynicism about politics, politicians, and government becomes the 
pervading mood. If such governments wish to retain some popular 
support, they must both control inflation and implement social policies 
which show that, even though they cannot rapidly solve most of the 
underlying problems, they do care about the fate of the poor and 
(politically more important) of the recently impoverished segments of 
the middle class. But minimal though it may be, this is a very tall 
order. These two goals are extremely difficult to harmonize, at least in 
the short run--and for such flimsy governments little other than the 
short run counts. 

Governments like to enjoy sustained popular support, and politicians 
want to be reelected. Only if the predicaments described above were 
solvable within the brief compass of a presidential term would electoral 
success be a triumph instead of a curse. How does one win election 
and how, once elected, does one govern in this type of situation? Quite 
obviously--and most destructively in terms of the building of public 
trust that helps a democracy to consolidate--by saying one thing during 
the campaign and doing the contrary when in office. Of course, 
institutionalized democracies are not immune to this trick, but the 
consequences are more devastating when there are few and weak 
institutions and a deep socioeconomic crisis afflicts the country. 
Presidents have gained election in Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru 
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by promising exPansionist economic policies and many other good 
things to come with them, only to enact severe stabilization packages 
immediately or shortly after entering office. Whatever the merits of such 
policies for a given country at a given time, their surprise adoption does 
nothing to promote public trust, particularly if their immediate and most 
visible impact further depresses the already low standard of living of 
most of the population. 

Moreover, the virtual exclusion of parties and congress from such 
momentous decisions has several malign consequences. First, when the 
executive finally, and inevitably, needs legislative support, he is bound 
to find a congress that is resentful and feels no responsibility for 
policies it had no hand in making. Second, the congress is further 
weakened by its own hostile and aloof attitude, combined with the 
executive's public condemnations of its slowness and "irresponsibility." 
Third, these squabbles promote a sharp decline in the prestige of all 
parties and politicians, as opinion polls from many Latin American and 
postcommunist countries abundantly show. Finally, the resulting 
institutional weakness makes it ever more difficult to achieve the other 
magical solution when the packages fail: the socioeconomic pact. 

From Omnipotence to Impotence 

If we consider that the logic of delegation also means that the 
executive does nothing to strengthen the judiciary, the resulting dearth 
of effective and autonomous institutions places immense responsibility 
on the president. Remember that the typical incumbent in a DD has 
won election by promising to save the country without much cost to 
anyone, yet soon gambles the fate of his government on policies that 
entail substantial costs for many parts of the population. This results in 
policy making under conditions of despair: the shift from wide 
popularity to general vilification can be as rapid as it is dramatic. The 
result is a curious mixture of governmental omnipotence and impotence. 
Omnipotence begins with the spectacular enactment of the first policy 
packages and continues with a flurry of decisions aimed at 
complementing those packages and, unavoidably, correcting their 
numerous unwanted consequences. This accentuates the anti-institutional 
bias of DDs and ratifies traditions of high personalization and 
concentration of power in the executive. The other side of the coin is 
extreme weakness in making those decisions into effective long-term 
regulations of societal life. 

As noted above, institutionalized democracies are slow at making 
decisions. But once those decisions are made, they are relatively more 
likely to be implemented. In DDs, in contrast, we witness a 
decision-making frenzy, what in Latin America we call decretismo. 
Because such hasty, unilateral executive orders are likely to offend 
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important and politically mobilized interests, they are unlikely to be 
implemented. In the midst of a severe crisis and increasing popular 
impatience, the upshot is usually new flurries of decisions which, 
because of the experience many sectors have had in resisting the 
previous ones, are even less likely to be implemented. Furthermore, 
because of the way those decisions are made, most political, social, and 
economic agents can disclaim responsibility. Power was delegated to the 
president, and he did what he deemed best. As failures accumulate, the 
country finds itself stuck with a widely reviled president whose goal is 
just to hang on until the end of his term. The resulting period of 
passivity and disarray of public policy does nothing to help the situation 
of the country. 

Given this scenario, the "natural" outcome in Latin America in the 
past would have been a successful coup d'etat. Clearly, DDs, because 
of their institutional weaknesses and erratic patterns of policy making, 
are more prone to interruption and breakdown than representative 
democracies. At the moment, however--for reasons mostly linked to the 
international context, which I cannot discuss here DDs exhibit a rather 
remarkable capacity for endurance. With the partial exception of Peru, 
where the constitutional breakdown was led by its delegative president, 
no successful coups d'etat have taken place. 

The economic policy undertaken by DDs is not always condemned 
to be widely perceived as a failure, particularly in the aftermath of 
hyperinflation or long periods of extremely high inflation, j~ This is the 
case in Argentina today under President Menem, although it is not clear 
how sustainable the improved economic situation is. But such economic 
achievements, as well as the more short-lived ones of Collor (Brazil), 
Alfonsin (Argentina), and Garcia (Peru) at the height of the apparent 
successes of their economic packages, can lead a president to give the 
ultimate proof of the existence of a delegative democracy. As long as 
their policies are recognized as successful by electorally weighty 
segments of the population, delegative presidents find it simply 
abhorrent that their terms should be constitutionally limited; how could 
these "formal limitations" preclude the continuation of their providential 
mission? Consequently, they promote--by means that further weaken 
whatever horizontal accountability still exists--constitutional reforms that 
would allow their reelection or, failing this, their continuation at the 
apex of government as prime ministers in a parliamentary regime. Oddly 
enough, successful delegative presidents, at least while they believe they 
are successful, may become proponents of some form of 
parliamentarism. In contrast, this kind of maneuver was out of the 
question in the cases of the quite successful President Sanguinetti of 
Uruguay and the very successful President Aylwin of Chile, however 
much they might have liked to continue in power. Again, we find a 
crucial difference between representative and delegative democracy. ~ 
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As noted, among the recently democratized countries of Latin 
America only Uruguay and Chile, as soon as they redemocratized, 
revived earlier political institutions that the other Latin American 
countries (as well as most postcommunist ones) lack. This is the rub: 
effective institutions and congenial practices cannot be built in a day. 
As consolidated democracies show, the emergence, strengthening, and 
legitimation of these practices and institutions take time, during which 
a complex process of positive learning occurs. On the other hand, to 
deal effectively with the tremendous economic and social crisis faced 
by most newly democratized countries would require that such 
institutions already be in place. Yet the crisis itself severely hinders the 
arduous task of institutionalization. 

This is the drama of countries bereft of a democratic tradition: like 
all emerging democracies, past and present, they must cope with the 
manifold negative legacies of their authoritarian past, while wrestling 
with the kind of extraordinarily severe social and economic problems 
that few if any of the older democracies faced at their inception. 

Although this essay has been confined largely to a typological 
exercise, I believe that there is some value in identifying a new species, 
especially since in some crucial dimensions it does not behave as other 
types of democracy do. Elsewhere I have further elaborated on the 
relationship between DDs and socioeconomic crisis and on related 
theoretical issues, tz and 1 intend to present more comprehensive views 
in the future. Here I can only add that an optimist viewing the cycles 
I have described would find that they possess a degree of predictability, 
thus supplying some ground on which longer-term perspectives could be 
built. Such a view, however, begs the question of how long the bulk 
of the population will be willing to play this sort of game. Another 
optimistic scenario would have a decisive segment of the political 
leadership recognizing the self-destructive quality of those cycles, and 
agreeing to change the terms on which they compete and govern. This 
seems to me practically the only way out of the problem, but the 
obstacles to such a roundabout but ultimately happy outcome are many. 
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Democracy, Law, and
Comparative Politics*

Guillermo A. O’Donnell

I dedicate this article to my daughter Julia, for the metonymy and much love

This article offers a revision of democratic theory in light of the experience of
recently democratized countries, located outside of the northwestern quadrant of
the world. First, various definitions of democracy that claim to follow Schumpeter
and are usually considered to be “minimalist” or “processualist” are critically ex-
amined. Building upon but clarifying these conceptual efforts, a realistic and re-
stricted, but not minimalist, definition of a democratic regime is proposed. Thereafter,
this article argues that democracy should be analyzed not only at the level of the
political regime but also in relation to the state—especially the state qua legal sys-
tem—and to certain aspects of the overall social context. The main underlying
theme that runs through this article is the concept of agency, especially as it is
expressed in the legal system of existing democracies.

The recent emergence of countries that are or claim to be democratic has
generated important challenges to the comparative study of political re-

gimes and to democratic theory itself. The literature on new democracies shares
two basic assumptions: the existence of a sufficiently clear and consistent cor-
pus of democratic theory, and the possibility of using this corpus, with only
marginal modifications, as an adequate conceptual tool for the study of emerg-
ing democracies. Unfortunately, the first assumption—that there is a clear and
consistent corpus of democratic theory—is wrong. By implication, the second,
that existing democratic theory “travels” well, is impracticable.1

The problem with the first assumption is evident in the remarkable number
of qualifiers and adjectives scholars attach to the term “democracy” (Collier
and Levitsky 1997). We should notice that the logic of attaching qualifiers to
“democracy” implies that this term is taken to have a clear meaning, which
then is partially modified by the qualifiers. In this view, what varies and may
contain vagueness or ambiguity are the categories added to, or subtracted from,

Guillermo O’Donnell is the Helen Kellogg Professor of Government at the University of Notre Dame. He has
written many books and articles on authoritarianism, political transitions, democratization, and democratic
theory. His latest book, Counterpoints , was published in 1998 by the University of Notre Dame Press. O’Donnell
is a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.
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8 Studies in Comparative International Development / Spring 2001

the core one.2  This presumption, however, is problematic if the core concept
itself is not clear. The problem, as Hart (1961: 14) puts it, is that “a definition
which tells us that something is a member of a family cannot help us if we
have only a vague or confused idea as to the character of the family.”

The problem with the second assumption is that practically all definitions of
democracy are a distillation  of the historical trajectory and the present situa-
tion of the originating countries.3  However, the trajectories and situations of
other countries that nowadays may be considered democratic differ consider-
ably from the originating ones. Thus, efforts to analyze new democracies need
to recognize how democracies vary across different historical/contextual set-
tings. More broadly, a theory of adequate scope should acknowledge how the
emergence of democracy in different settings may generate specific character-
istics; in turn, these characteristics may make it useful to distinguish among
subtypes within the universe of relevant cases.

The import of these issues should be noted. Classifying a given case as
“democratic” or not is not only an academic exercise. It has moral implica-
tions, as there is agreement in most of the contemporary world that, whatever
it means, democracy is a normatively preferable type of rule. This classifica-
tion also has political consequences, as nowadays the international system
makes the availability  of significant benefits contingent upon an assessment of
a country’s democratic condition.

A core argument of the present article is that democracy should not be ana-
lyzed only at the level of the political regime. In addition, it must be studied in
relation to the state—especially the state qua legal system—and to certain as-
pects of the overall social context. To develop this argument, I first offer a
definition of democracy as a political regime, which delimits this level of de-
mocracy from other aspects. With this definition, which builds on the tradition
from Schumpeter to Dahl, I hope to clarify some issues left unresolved by
these authors. In a second section, I introduce the idea of agency and discuss
the concept of democracy in relation to the state. This aspect has been elided in
most contemporary analyses of democracy. I argue that a theory of democracy
tout court must go beyond the level of regime and include, very centrally, vari-
ous aspects of legal theory, insofar as the legal system enacts and backs funda-
mental aspects of both agency and democracy. In a third section, I offer some
preliminary ideas about how democracy should also be considered in relation
to the overall social context.

This article is primarily aimed at clearing conceptual ground. Consequently,
the discussion should be considered a preliminary effort to provide some con-
ceptual instruments that can serve as the basis for a theory of democracy of
adequate comparative scope. Moreover, as I suggest in a series of comparative
references, these conceptual instruments may provide the basis for studying
democracy in the contemporary world in ways that do not overlook the impor-
tant differences existing among the whole set of relevant cases. Finally, a num-
ber of propositions summarize the article’s main conclusions.
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I. On the Components of a Democratic Regime

i. Some Definitions of Democracy: Schumpeter’s Footnote

After stating that “Democracy is a political method ... a certain type of insti-
tutional arrangement for arriving at political—legislative and administrative—
decisions,” Schumpeter offers his famous definition of the “democratic method”:
“that institutiona l arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which in-
dividuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for
the people’s vote” (Schumpeter 1975: 242, 269). This is the paradigmatic
“minimalist” (or “processualist”4 ) definition of democracy. However, it is usu-
ally forgotten that Schumpeter does not stop here. First, he clarifies that “the
kind of competition for leadership which is to define democracy [entails] free
competition for a free vote” (Schumpeter 1975: 271). In the same breath, he
introduces a caveat when, after commenting that “the electoral method is prac-
tically the only one available for communities of any size,” he adds that this
does not exclude other, less than competitive “ways of securing leadership...and
we cannot exclude them because if we did we should be left with a completely
unrealistic ideal” (Schumpeter 1975: 271). Significantly, this sentence ends
with a footnote that reads “As in the economic field, some restrictions are im-
plicit in the legal and moral principles of the community” (Schumpeter 1975:
271, fn. 5, italics in original). The meaning of these assertions, in contrast to
the definition Schumpeter offered earlier, is rather nebulous. The reason is, I
surmise, that the author realized that he was about to open a can of worms: if
the “competition for leadership” has something to do with “the legal and moral
principles of the community,” then his definition or, equivalently, his descrip-
tion of how “the democratic method” works, turns out not to be so minimalist
as an isolated reading of the famous definition might indicate.

Furthermore, Schumpeter realizes that, in order for the “free competition
for a free vote” to exist, some conditions , external to the electoral process
itself, must be met. As he puts it: “If, on principle at least, everyone is free to
compete for political leadership by presenting himself to the electorate, this
will in most cases though not in all mean a considerable amount of freedom of
discussion for all. In particular it will normally mean a considerable amount of
freedom of the press” (Schumpeter 1975: 271–72, italics in the original). In
other words, for the “democratic method” to exist, some basic freedoms, pre-
sumably related to “the legal and moral principles of the community,” must be
effective, and in most cases, as Schumpeter emphasizes, “for all.” Finally, when
he looks back at his definition and his cognate statement that “the primary
function of the electorate [is] to produce a government,” he further clarifies
that “I intended to include in this phrase the function of evicting [the govern-
ment]” (Schumpeter 1975: 272, 269, 273). Albeit implicitly, Schumpeter makes
clear that he is not talking about a one-shot event but about a way of selecting
and evicting governments over time; his definition slips from an event or, as it
is often construed, a process—elections—to an enduring regime.

We should also note that Schumpeter goes on to assert several “Conditions
for the success of the Democratic Method.” These conditions are: (1) Appro-
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priate leadership; (2) “The effective range of policy decision should not be
extended too far”; (3) The existence of “a well-trained bureaucracy of good
standing and tradition, endowed with a strong sense of duty and a no less strong
esprit de corps”; (4) Political leaders should practice a good amount of “demo-
cratic self-control” and mutual respect; (5) “A large measure of tolerance for
difference of opinion,” for which, going back to his earlier-mentioned foot-
note, our author adds that a “national character and national habits of a certain
type” are apposite; and (6) “All the interests that matter are practically unani-
mous not only in their allegiance to the country but also to the structural prin-
ciples of the existing society” (Schumpeter 1975: 289–296).

Once again, these assertions are far from clear. First, he does not tell us if
each of these conditions is sufficient for the “success of the democratic
method” or if, as seems reasonable, the joint set of these conditions is needed.
Second, he does not say if “lack of success” means that the “democratic
method” itself would be abolished, or that it would lead to some kind of
diminished democracy (Collier and Levitsky 1997). If the proper answer to
this question is the first, then we would have to add to Schumpeter’s defini-
tion the vast array of dimensions just listed, at least as necessary conditions.
This would make his definition anything but minimalist. If, on the other hand,
the proper answer is that some kind of diminished democracy would exist,
then Schumpeter, against his claim that he has fully characterized the “demo-
cratic method,” has failed to offer a typology that would differentiate full
and diminished kinds of democracy.

These caveats, postulations of necessary conditions,  and allusions to a re-
gime occur in the pages that immediately follow the famous definition.  There
is no doubt that Schumpeter’s view of democracy is elitist: “The voters outside
of parliament must respect the division of labor between themselves and the
politicians they have elected ... they must understand that, once they have elected
an individual, political action is his business and not theirs” (Schumpeter 1975:
296). But an elitist definition of democracy is not necessarily minimalist. In-
deed, the various qualifications Schumpeter introduces imply that his definition
of democracy is not as minimalist, or narrowly centered on the “method,” or pro-
cess, of elections, as its author and most of his commentators took it to be.

The ambiguities inherent in Schumpeter’s definition are quite widespread
and run through many prominent contemporary definitions that are deemed to
be “Schumpeterian,” that is to say minimalist and/or “processualist.” Among
these definitions, Przeworski’s (1991: 10) stands out for its sharpness: “De-
mocracy is a system in which parties lose elections.  There are parties: divi-
sions of interests, values, and opinions. There is competition organized by rules.
And there are periodic winners and losers.” More recently, Przeworski and
collaborators have offered a similar definition, which they label “minimalist”:
democracy is “a regime in which governmental offices are filled as a conse-
quence of contested elections.  Only if the opposition is allowed to compete,
win, and assume office is a regime democratic. To the extent to which it fo-
cuses on elections, this is obviously a minimalist definition… [this], in turn,
entails three features, ex ante uncertainty,... ex post irreversibility..., and [re-
peatability]” (Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub, and Limongi 1996: 50–51). In
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spite of its avowed limitation to elections, the irreversibili ty and, especially,
the repeatability of elections in which “the opposition has some chance of win-
ning office as a consequence of elections” imply the existence of additiona l
conditions, à la Schumpeter, for these kinds of elections to be held at all
(Przeworski et al. 1996: 50).5  At the very least, if the opposition is to have
such a chance, some basic freedoms must also exist.

Huntington (1991:  7), in turn, asserts that he is “following in the
Schumpeterian tradition” and defines democracy “[as a political system that
exists] to the extent that its most powerful collective decision makers are se-
lected through fair, honest, and periodic elections in which candidates freely
compete for votes and in which virtually all the adult population is eligible to
vote.” But he adds, as Schumpeter explicitly and Przeworski implicitly do, that
democracy “also implies the existence of those civil and political freedoms to
speak, publish, assemble, and organize that are necessary to political debate
and the conduct of electoral campaigns.” Di Palma (1990: 16) tells us that
democracy is “premised ... on free and fair suffrage in a context of civil liber-
ties, on competitive parties, on the selection of alternative candidates for of-
fice, and on the presence of political institutions that regulate and guarantee
the roles of government and opposition .” Similarly, for Diamond, Linz, and
Lipset (1990: 6–7; italics in original) democracy is “a system of government
that meets three essential conditions:  meaningful and extensive competition
among individuals and organized groups (especially political parties) for all
effective positions of governmental power, at regular intervals and excluding
the use of force; a “highly inclusive” level of political participation in the
selections of leaders and policies, at least through regular and fair elections,
such that no major (adult) social group is excluded; and a level of civil and
political liberties —freedom of expression, freedom of the press, freedom to
form and join organizations—sufficient to ensure the integrity of political com-
petition and participation.”

These definitions are centered on fair elections,  to which they add, often
explicitly, some surrounding conditions,  stated as freedoms or guarantees that
are deemed necessary and/or sufficient for the existence of this kind of elec-
tion. Some of these definitions claim to be minimalist à la Schumpeter, but
insofar as they must presuppose , at least implicitly, some surrounding free-
doms, this claim is unwarranted. On the other hand, these definitions have the
important advantage of being realistic: at least when referring to elections,
they include with reasonable precision attributes whose absence or existence
we can assess empirically.

Other definitions also purport to be realistic, but they do not qualify as such;
they state characteristics that cannot be assessed empirically, because they can-
not be found in any existing democracy, or propose excessively vague traits.
Among them are definitions that remain tied to “etymological democracy” (as
criticized by Sartori 1987: 21) by positing that it is the demos, the people, or a
majority that somehow “rule.”6  This, in any understanding of “rule” that im-
plies purposive activity by an agent, is not what happens in contemporary de-
mocracies, although it may have happened to a large but still incomplete extent
in Athens (Hansen 1991).
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Realistic definitions stand in contrast to maximalist or prescriptive ones,
those that assert what democracy should be. These definitions tell us little about
two important matters. One, how to characterize existing democracies (includ-
ing if, according to these theories, they are even to be considered democracies)
and, second, how to mediate, in theory if not in practice, the gap between real-
istically and prescriptively defined democracies. For example, Benhabib tells
us that democracy is “a model for organizing the collective and public exercise
of power in the major institutions of society on the basis of the principle that
decisions affecting the well-being of a collectivity  can be viewed as the out-
come of a procedure of free and reasoned deliberation among individuals con-
sidered as moral and political equals.”7 The crucial words are italicized; we are
not told in what sense, to what extent, and by whom democracies “can be
viewed” as satisfying the requirement stipulated in the definition. Similar ob-
jections can be made to Habermas’s conception of democracy, which relies on
the existence of an unimpeded deliberative sphere, extremely hard to locate in
practice, for characterizing and legitimating democracy and democratic law.8

Now I invoke another realistic definition, Dahl’s (1989:221) polyarchy. This
author usefully states that polyarchy consists of the following traits:

1. Elected officials. “Control over government decisions about policy is constitution-
ally vested in elected officials.”

2. Free and fair elections. “Elected officials are chosen [and peacefully removed (Dahl
1989: 233)] in frequent and fairly conducted elections in which coercion is com-
paratively uncommon.”

3. Inclusive suffrage.
4. Right to run for office [for] practically all adults.
5. Freedom of expression.
6. Alternative information, [including that] alternative sources of information exist

and are protected by law.
7. Associational autonomy. “To achieve their various rights, including those listed

earlier, citizens also have a right to form relatively independent associations or
organizations, including independent political parties and interest groups.”

This definition stipulates some attributes of elections (clauses 1 to 4) and
lists certain freedoms (clauses 5 to 7) deemed necessary for elections to be
democratic. These freedoms are dubbed “primary political rights … integral to
the democratic process” (Dahl 1989: 170).

ii. Elections under a Democratic Regime

In a democratic regime, elections are competitive, free, egalitarian, deci-
sive, and inclusive, and those who vote in principle also have the right to be
elected—they are political citizens. If elections are competitive, individuals
face at least six options: vote for party A; vote for party B; do not vote; cast a
blank ballot; cast an invalid vote; or adopt some random procedure that deter-
mines which of the preceding options is effectuated. Furthermore, the compet-
ing parties must have a reasonable chance to let their views be known to all
potential voters. In order to be a real choice, the election must also be free, in
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that citizens are not coerced when voting. In order for the election to be egali-
tarian, each vote should count equally, and be counted as such without fraud,
irrespective of the social position, party affiliation, or other qualifications of
each one.9  Finally, elections must be decisive, in several senses. One, the win-
ners attain incumbency of the respective governmental roles. Two, elected of-
ficials, based on the legal authority assigned to these roles, can actually make
the binding decisions that a democratic constitutional framework normally au-
thorizes. Three, elected officials end their mandates in the terms and/or under
the conditions stipulated by this same framework.

Competitive, free, egalitarian, and decisive elections imply, as Przeworski
(1991: 10) argues, that governments may lose elections and they abide by the
result. This kind of election is a specific characteristic of a democratic regime,
or polyarchy, or political democracy—three terms I use as equivalent. In other
cases elections may be held (as in communist and other authoritarian coun-
tries, or for the selection of the Pope, or even in some military juntas), but only
polyarchy has the kind of election that meets all the ealier mentioned criteria
(Sartori 1987: 30; see also Riker 1982: 5).

These attributes say nothing about the composition of the electorate. Oli-
garchic democracies, those with restricted suffrage, satisfied the attributes al-
ready spelled out. But as a consequence of the historical processes of
democratization in the originating countries, and of their diffusion to other
countries, democracy has acquired another characteristic, inclusiveness : the
right to vote and to be elected is assigned, with few exceptions, to all adult
members of a given country.10  For brevity, from now on I will call fair elec-
tions those that have the joint condition of being free, competitive, egalitarian,
decisive, and inclusive .11

Realistic definitions of democracy, then, contain two components. The first
spells out the attributes of elections that are considered fair. This is a stipulative
definition, 12  no different from “triangle means a plane figure enclosed by three
straight lines.” The second lists conditions,  designated as freedoms, guaran-
tees, or “primary political rights,” that surround fair elections. These freedoms
are conditions of existence of an object—fair elections—to which they stand
in a causal relationship.  As we saw with Schumpeter, to my knowledge none of
the realistic definitions make clear whether the conditions they proffer are nec-
essary, and/or jointly sufficient, or simply increase the likelihood of competi-
tive elections.

As I noted earlier, an often implicit assumption of these definitions is that
elections are not a one-shot event but a series of events that continue indefi-
nitely. Hence, these elections are institutiona lized: practically all actors, po-
litical and otherwise, take for granted that fair elections will continue
indefinitely, at legally preestablished dates (in presidential systems) or according
to legally preestablished occasions (in parliamentary systems). The actors, then,
also take for granted that the surrounding freedoms will continue to be effec-
tive. Under these circumstances, relevant agents rationally adjust their strate-
gies, and this in turn increases the likelihood that such elections will continue.13

Otherwise, elections will not be “the only game in town,”14  and relevant agents
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will invest in resources other than elections as means to access the highest
positions of the regime.15

This last term needs specification. By “regime” I mean the patterns, formal
or informal and explicit or implicit, that determine the channels of access to
principal governmental positions; the characteristics of the actors who are ad-
mitted and excluded from such access; and the resources and strategies that
they are allowed to use for gaining access.16  When fair elections are institu-
tionalized, they are a central component of a democratic regime: they are the
only means of access to the principal governmental positions (with the noted
exception of high courts, armed forces, and eventually central banks). In de-
mocracy, elections are not only fair; they also are institutiona lized.

iii. Comparative Excursus (1)

Decisiveness does not appear in the existing definitions of democracy and
democratic elections,17  and its omission is symptomatic of the degree to which
current theories include unexamined assumptions that should be made explicit
for such theories to attain adequate comparative scope. The literature reflects
the experience of the originating democracies by assuming that once elections
are held and winners declared, they take office and govern with the authority
and for the periods constitution ally prescribed.18 But this is not necessarily the
case. In several countries,  democratically elected candidates have been pre-
vented from taking office, often by means of a military coup. Also, during
their mandates, democratically elected executives such as Boris Yeltsin and
Alberto Fujimori unconstitut ionally dismissed congress and the top members
of the judiciary. Finally, explicitly in cases such as contemporary Chile (and
less formally but no less effectively in other Latin American, African, and Asian
countries) some organizations insulated from the electoral process, usually the
armed forces, retain veto powers or “reserved domains”19  that significantly
constrain the authority of elected officials. In all these cases elections are not
decisive: they do not generate, or they cease to generate, some of the basic
consequences they are supposed to bring about.

iv. A First Look at Political Freedoms

It seems obvious that for the institutiona lization of fair elections, especially
as it involves expectations of indefinite endurance, some freedoms or guaran-
tees must also exist. Otherwise, the government in turn could quite easily ma-
nipulate or even cancel future elections. Yet the combined effect of the freedoms
listed by Dahl and other authors (expression, association, and access to infor-
mation) cannot fully guarantee that elections will be fair. For example, the
government might prohibit that opposition candidates travel within the coun-
try or subject them to police harassment for reasons allegedly unrelated to
their candidacy. In such a case, even if the freedoms listed by Dahl held, we
would hardly conclude that these elections were fair. This means that the con-
ditions proposed by Dahl and others are not sufficient for guaranteeing fair
elections. Rather, these are necessary conditions that jointly support a proba-
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bilistic judgment: if they hold, then ceteris paribus there is a strong likelihood
that elections will be fair.

We saw that while the attributes of fair elections are stipulated by defini-
tion, the surrounding “political” freedoms are inductively derived—the result
of a reasoned empirical assessment of the impact of various freedoms on the
likelihood of fair elections. Since the criterion of inclusion of some freedoms
is an inductive judgment, there cannot exist a theory that establishes a firm and
clear line between included and excluded freedoms. This is one reason why
there is not, and it is very unlikely that there will ever be, general agreement
about which these “political” freedoms should be. I surmise that the implicit
hope to avoid this conundrum is the main reason for the persistent attraction of
minimalist definitions of democracy—and the reason for the no less persistent
failure of these definitions  to stick just to elections.  The can of worms that
Schumpeter tried to, but could not, avoid is still with us.

So far I have discussed what may be called the external boundaries of free-
doms, i.e., the issue of which freedoms to include. But another problem is the
issue of the internal boundaries of each of these freedoms. All of them contain
a “reasonability clause” that, once again, is usually left implicit in the theory
of democracy, at least as proposed by most political scientists and sociolo-
gists.20  The freedom to form associations does not include creating organiza-
tions with terrorist aims; freedom of expression is limited, among others, by
the law of libel; freedom of information does not require that ownership of the
media is not oligopolize d; etc. How do we determine if these freedoms are
effective or not? Surely, cases that fall close to one or the other extreme are
unproblematic. But some cases fall in a gray area. The answer again depends
on inductive judgments about the degree to which the feeble, partial, or inter-
mittent effectiveness of certain freedoms still supports, or not, the likelihood
of fair elections. Once again, there is no theoretical basis for a firm and clear
answer: the external and the internal boundaries of political freedoms are theo-
retically undecidable.

A further difficulty is that the internal boundaries of freedoms potentially
relevant to fair elections have undergone significant changes over time. It suf-
fices to note that certain restrictions to freedom of expression and of associa-
tion considered quite acceptable not long ago in the originating countries,
nowadays would be deemed clearly undemocratic.21  Having this in mind,
how demanding should be the criteria we apply to new democracies (and
to older ones outside of the northwestern quadrant of the world)? Should
we apply the criteria presently prevalent in the originating countries, or
the criteria used in their past, or, once more, make in each case reasoned
inductive assessments of these freedoms in terms of the likelihood of effectua-
tion or prevention of fair elections? It seems to me that the latter option is the
more adequate, but it sends us back squarely to the issue of the undecidability
of the respective freedoms, now even further complicated by their historical
variability.

For these reasons, there will continue to be disagreement in academia and,
indeed, in politics, concerning where to trace the external and the internal bound-
aries of the freedoms that surround fair and institutiona lized elections.  The
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inductive character of establishing these boundaries shows their limitations as
theoretical statements per se and in their intersubjective persuasiveness. I am
persuaded that, instead of ignoring such limitations , or artificially trying to fix
the external and internal boundaries of these freedoms, a more fruitful avenue
of inquiry consists of thematizing theoretically the reasons and implications of
this problem.22  Before delving further into the matter, however, I offer some
propositions  that recapitulate the main arguments made thus far.

v. Some Propositions

  I. A realistic and restricted definition of a democratic regime consists of fair and
institutionalized elections, jointly with some surrounding, even if ultimately unde-
cidable, political freedoms.

 II. Even “minimalist,” “processualist,” or “Schumpeterian ” definitions, those that limit
themselves to mentioning fair elections as the sole characteristic of democracy,
presuppose the existence of some basic freedoms, or guarantees, if such elections
are to exist. Consequently, these definitions are not, nor could be, minimalist or
processualist as they usually claim to be. These definitions, however, are restricted
in the sense that they do not include a highly detailed, and ultimately inexhaustible
and analytically barren, listing of potentially relevant freedoms, and do not intro-
duce maximalist, or prescriptive, notions into the definition of a democratic re-
gime.

III. The surrounding freedoms of fair and institutionalized elections can only be induc-
tively derived, both in terms of the freedoms to be included and of the internal
boundaries of each. As a consequence, widespread agreement, grounded on firm
and clear theoretical criteria, is impossible in this matter.23

IV. In spite of their undecidability, since some surrounding freedoms can be construed
as generating a high likelihood of fair and institutionalized elections, it is conve-
nient to spell them out, both for reasons of definitional adequacy and because it
helps clarify the disagreements that may ensue on this matter.

 V. A realistic and restricted, but not minimalist definition of a democratic regime,
such as that stated in Proposition I, can be used to distinguish this kind of regime
from other types of political rule, a task with important normative, practical, and
theoretical consequences.

I have thus agreed with realistic definitions but have found it useful to “pre-
cise” (Collier and Levitsky 1997) them by adding some elements they usually
leave implicit. This realistic and restricted definition of a democratic regime is
useful for several reasons. The first is conceptual and empirical: it allows us to
distinguish a set of cases that are different from the large and varied set of
cases that are non-democracies, whether they are various sorts of openly au-
thoritarian regimes or regimes that hold elections but not ones that are fair and
institutiona lized.24  Second, once such a set is generated, the way is opened for
the analysis and comparison of similarities and differences among its cases
and subsets of cases.25

Other reasons are both practical and normative. The third is that the exist-
ence of this kind of regime with its surrounding freedoms, despite many re-
maining flaws, entails a huge difference in relation to authoritarian rule. At the
very least, the availability of these freedoms generates the possibility of using
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them as sites of protection and empowerment for the expansion or achieve-
ment of other rights. Fourth, it was in demand for this type of regime and its
surrounding freedoms that throughout history people have mobilized and taken
big risks. It seems clear that, in addition to sometimes mythical hopes about
other kinds of outcomes, the demand for political freedoms was at the core of
the great mobilizations that often preceded the inauguration of democracy.26

Fifth, abundant survey data as well as impressionistic observation suggest that,
whatever additional meanings they attach to the term “democracy,” most people
in most places include some political freedoms and elections that, in their view,
are reasonably fair. In common parlance and, indeed, according to the criteria
proposed by the scholarly definitions that—in part for this reason—I have called
realistic, the existence of these freedoms and elections suffices for calling a
given country democratic. This naming carries a positive normative connota-
tion, as shown by the fact that calling “a country” “democratic” is a metonymy;
i.e., naming the larger part, a country, by an attribute, positively connoted, of
one of its components, its regime.27

vi. An Institutionalized Wager

In addition to the right to vote, assigned by democracy to practically all
adults in the territory of a state, each voter also has the right to run for election.
Each adult carries the right of sharing in the responsibil ity of making collec-
tively binding decisions, and eventually in the application of state coercion.
These participatory rights of voting and gaining access to elected roles define
an agent. These rights are assigned by the legal system to most adults in the
territory of a state, with exceptions that are themselves legally defined. The
assignment is universalisti c; it is attached to all adults irrespective of their
social condition and of ascriptive characteristics other than age and national-
ity. Agency entails the legal attribution,  apart from narrowly defined excep-
tions, of the capacity to make choices; agents are deemed sufficiently reasonable
both to elect the government and to occupy governing roles. Individuals may
not exercise these rights, yet the legal system construes them all as equally
capable of effectuating these rights and their correlated obligations (such as,
say, abstaining from fraud or violence when voting, or acting within legally
mandated limits in governmental roles).

This is agency—sufficient autonomy and reasonableness for making choices
that have consequences which, in turn, entail duties of responsibil ity—at least
in relationships related to a regime based on fair and institutiona lized elec-
tions. Perhaps because this universalisti c attribution of agency has become
commonplace in the originating countries, we tend to forget what an extraordi-
nary and recent achievement it is.

Seen from this angle, political democracy is not the result of some kind of
consensus, individual choice, social contract, or deliberative process. It is the
result of an institutiona lized wager. The legal system assigns manifold rights
and obligations to individuals who, already at birth, are immersed in a web of
rights and obligations enacted and backed by the legal system of the territori-
ally based state in which they live. We are social beings well before any willful
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decision of ours, and in contemporary societies an important part of that being
is legally defined and regulated. This fact is also obvious, and has important
consequences. Yet it is also overlooked by most existing theories of democracy.

The attribution of rights and obligations is universalistic: everyone is ex-
pected to accept that, barring exceptions detailed by the legal system, every-
one else enjoys the same rights and obligations that she has. Some of these
rights refer to a peculiar way of making collectively binding decisions, by means
of individuals chosen in fair and institution alized elections.

What is the wager, then? It is that, in a democratic regime, every ego must
accept that practically every other adult may participate—by voting and po-
tentially also by being elected—in the act, a fair election, that determines who
will govern for some time. It is an institutiona lized wager because such elec-
tions are imposed on every ego independently of his will, entailed and backed
as they are by the legal system of a political democracy.28  Ego has no option but to
take the chance that the “wrong” people and policies are chosen as the result of fair
elections.29  Ego may dislike or even strongly object30  to the fact that alter is as-
signed the same rights of voting and being elected that she has. Yet for ego this is
not a matter of choice; she is immersed in a legal system that establishes those
same rights for alter and prohibits ego to ignore, curtail, or deny these rights.

Political democracy is the only regime that is the result of an institution al-
ized, universalistic, and inclusive wager. All other regimes, whether they in-
clude elections or not, place some kind of restriction on this wager or suppress
it entirely. New or old, beyond their founding moment democratic regimes are
the result of this wager, and are profoundly imprinted by this fact.

This legally backed wager defines broad but operationally important param-
eters for individual rationality: ignoring, curtailing, or denying the rights that
the wager assigns to alter normally generates severe negative consequences
for the perpetrator. In ego’s interactions with alter, at least in the political
sphere contoured by fair and institutiona lized elections, normally it is in his
interest to acknowledge and respect alter’s rights. This interest may be rein-
forced by altruistic or collectively oriented reasons, but by itself it entails the
recognition of others as carriers of rights identical to each ego’s. This is the
nutshell of a public sphere, as it consists of mutual recognitions based on the
universalistic  assignment of certain rights and obligations .

Two important points emerge from the preceding discussion.  First, we have
reached a definition of political citizenship as the individual correlate of a
democratic regime. It consists of the legal assignment and the effective enjoy-
ment of the rights entailed by the wager; i.e., both the surrounding freedoms
(such as of expression, association, information, and free movement, however
undecidable) and the rights of participation in fair elections, including voting
and being elected. Second, with this definition we have gone beyond the re-
gime and run into the state, in two senses: one, as a territorial entity that delim-
its those who are the carriers of the rights and obligations of political citizenship;
two, as a legal system that enacts and backs the universalistic and inclusive
assignment of these rights and obligations. The democratic wager and political
citizenship presuppose each other, and they together presuppose the state, both
as a territorial delimitation and as a legal system.
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At this point it may be useful to include the following propositions:

 VI. The individual correlate of a democratic regime is political citizenship, which con-
sists of the legal assignment of the rights entailed by the democratic wager, i.e., the
rights of participation in fair elections, including voting and being elected, and the
surrounding freedoms.

VII. Political citizenship and hence a democratic regime presuppose: (A) a state that
within its territory delimits those who are considered political citizens and are thus
the carriers of the rights and obligations of political citizenship; and (B) a legal
system of that same state that assigns political citizenship on an universalistic and
inclusive basis.

II. From Regime to State

i. Agency

The adoption of a wager assigning universalistic political rights is quite re-
cent, even in the originating countries. For a long time, many social categories
were excluded from voting, let alone being elected: peasants, blue-collar work-
ers, domestic workers (and, in general, non-property owners and poorly edu-
cated individuals) , blacks in the United States, Indians in the latter country as
well as elsewhere, and women. Only during the twentieth century, and in sev-
eral countries in relation to women as late as after World War II, did political
rights become inclusive.31  Interestingly, some countries in the South and East
adopted inclusive suffrage before the originating countries. But the various
“tutelary” or “facade” democracies, and of course openly authoritarian regimes
that emerged, meant the denial of the democratic wager.

Everywhere, the history of democracy is the history of the reluctant accep-
tance of the universalistic and institutiona lized wager. The history of the origi-
nating countries is punctuated by the catastrophic predictions, and sometimes
the violent resistance, of privileged sectors opposing the extension of their
political rights to other, “undeserving ” or “untrustworthy” sectors.32  In other
latitudes, by means often even more violent and comprehensively exclusion-
ary, this same extension has been repeatedly resisted.

What were the grounds for this refusal? Typically, lack of autonomy and
lack of responsibil ity—in other words, denial of agency. Only some individu-
als (whether they were highly educated and/or property owners, or a political
vanguard that had deciphered the direction of history, or a military junta that
understood the demands of national security, etc.) were deemed to have the
moral and cognitive capabilities for participating in political life. Only they,
too, were seen as sufficiently invested (in terms of education, property,
revolutionary work,  or patriotic designs) so as to have adequate motiva-
tion for responsibly making collective decisions. Of course, revolutionary
vanguards, military juntas, and the like generated authoritar ian regimes, while
in the originating countries the privileged generated in most cases oligarchi-
cal, non-inclusive democratic regimes for themselves and political exclusion
for the rest.
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We see, then, that an agent is conceived as somebody who is endowed with
practical reason; i.e., she uses her cognitive and motivational capability to make
choices that are reasonable in terms of her situation, of which she is deemed to
be the best judge.33  This capacity makes the agent a moral one, in the sense
that normally he will feel, and will be construed by relevant others as respon-
sible for his choices and for at least the direct consequences that ensue. As a
democratic regime is the result of an institutiona lized wager grounded in the
universalisti c legal assignment of agency, we have run into the issue of the
democraticness of at least some dimensions of the state itself. First, however, I
explore some comparative implications of this discussion.

ii. Comparative Excursus (2)

The history of the concept of agency—and of its concomitant, the subjec-
tive rights of the individua l—goes back to classical Greece and Rome, and can
be traced through the Middle Ages, the Enlightenment, and finally to the adop-
tion of this idea by the great liberal theorists. It developed in a distinctive
sequence in the originating countries of the northwestern quadrant. The idea of
agency became deeply and widely embodied—basically in the shape of what
today we call civil rights—in the legal systems of the originating countries
well before this same idea was transposed by liberalism into the political realm.
In these countries, the implantation of agency in the legal system developed in
tandem with the emergence of capitalism and the making of national states.
This sequence, of implantation of civil rights and guarantees of liberal consti-
tutionalism before these countries adopted the universalistic democratic wa-
ger, significantly tempered the perceived risks of this wager.34

As Weber (1968) never tired of insisting, these were historically unique
circumstances that profoundly imprinted the originating countries. On the
other hand, in most other democracies, new and old, in the East and in the
South, these processes occurred later, in different sequences, and with less
completeness and fewer homogenizing consequences than in the originating
countries. These differences, attested by the respective historical records,
have also profoundly shaped the contemporary characteristics of the latter
countries, including their states and regimes. Yet the ahistorical and narrow
focus on the formal aspects of the regime in many existing  theories of de-
mocracy hinders the study of these factors. Insofar as they may be surmised
as having strong influence on the characteristics of many contemporary de-
mocracies, this omission is a serious hindrance to the proper comparative
scope of democratic theory.

In this respect we should notice that in many new democracies, even if elec-
tions are fair and both elections and the universalistic wager are institutiona l-
ized, there is little effective legal texturing of civil rights, both across their
territory and their social classes and sectors. Furthermore, in these countries
many of the liberal safeguards were not in place, and in some of them re-
mained absent when the inclusive wager was adopted. The privileged,  conse-
quently, saw the extension of the wager as extremely threatening, often
unleashing a dynamic of repression and exclusion, counteracted by deep popu-
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lar alienation and eventual radicalization that further eroded the extension of
political and civil rights. In the past and until quite recently, this dynamic fed
the emergence of various forms of authoritarian rule in Latin America and
elsewhere (O’Donnell 1973: 1988).

We thus see that civil and political citizenship have a historical, legal, and
conceptual connection that is much more intimate than recognized by most
theories of democracy, realistic or otherwise. These remarks have empirical
implications. By definition,  all political democracies have a central set of po-
litical freedoms. However, in some countries these freedoms are surrounded
and supported by a dense web of civil rights; in other countries,  instead, civil
rights are unevenly distributed across different kinds of individuals,  social cat-
egories, and regions. These differences, which may be mapped across cases
and time, should have a strong bearing on what we might call the depth or
degree of civil and legal democratization, or the overall quality of democracy.
A big pending research agenda springs from these remarks; yet we will not
undertake it if democratic theory remains constrained to a minimalist, formal-
istic and/or ahistorical reduction to its regime.

iii. Political Citizenship and its Correlates

The presumption of agency was extremely important for subsequent legal
developments in the originating countries, as it raised the issue of the options
actually available to individuals , in terms of both their capabilities and their
actual range of choice.35  The answer to this issue branched out in two direc-
tions.

One focused on private rights, especially but not exclusively, in the broadly
defined area of contract. A series of legal criteria were elaborated for voiding,
redressing, or preventing situations in which there exists a “manifestly dispro-
portionate”36  relationship among the parties, and/or where one of the parties
may not be reasonably construed—because of duress, fraud, mental incapac-
ity, etc.—as having lent autonomous consent to the contract. Through these
legal constructions , the fairness requirement of creating a minimally level play-
ing field among agents was textured into the legal systems of the originating
countries. Consequently, numerous substantive legislative and jurisprudential
considerations of fairness were added to the historically and analytically prior
legal imprinting of universalisti c conceptions of agency. These additions con-
tradicted the earlier constructions of agency in that they introduced non-uni-
versalistic criteria for the assignment and adjudication of rights in various kinds
of cases. On the other hand, these additions were consistent with the earlier
legal constructions in that they reflected the recognition that agency should
not just be assumed but had to be examined for its effectiveness. This ambiva-
lence—part contradiction with universalistic premises, part consistency with
the underlying conception of agency—has greatly contributed to giving to the
legal systems of the originating countries,  and others inspired by the former,
their enormous complexity.

The second direction in which the issue of agency and its relationship to
options branched out was the emergence and development of welfare legisla-
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tion. Here again the value of fairness owed to agency stands out, albeit focused
on various social categories, not so much on individuals as in private law.
Through another long and convoluted process, the newly accepted participants
in the wager exchanged their acceptance of political democracy for a share in
the benefits of the welfare state. These gains were not only material; through
collective representation and other devices, these actors diminished the sharp
de facto inequality with respect to capitalists  and the state that, as Marx and
others had pointedly denounced, lay behind the universalism of the then exist-
ing legal systems. By means of welfare legislation,  and with ups and downs in
terms of the respective power relationships, various views of fairness, building
on earlier conceptions of individual agency and partially transforming them,
were textured into the legal system. As in private law, but usually referring to
collectively defined categories of agents, welfare legislation expressed the view
that the presumption of agency requires that society, and especially the state
and its legal system, should not be indifferent to the options everyone actually
faces. Although they have not been an unmixed blessing, these developments,
imprinted in private and public law, were democratizing changes. They further
densified the legal texture that enacts and backs the very same agency that is
presupposed by democracy.

We see that in relation to civil and social rights the issue of the actual op-
tions of agency could not be ignored by private law and by welfare legislation .
This raises the question: on what grounds is it permissible to ignore this issue
in relation to political rights? It seems to me inconsistent to omit, as most
theories of democracy do, the question of the effectiveness of political citizen-
ship when referring to individuals who are deprived of many civil and social
rights and, consequently, of minimally reasonable options. While the assign-
ment of universalistic  political rights in a democracy is indeed great progress
in relation to authoritar ian rule, looking exclusively at this side of the matter
means suppressing from democratic theory the very issue of actual agency and
options that private law and welfare legislation could not ignore.

We can grasp now the root reason of the boundary problems of political rights,
and of their undecidability. Agency has direct and concurrent implications in the
civil, social, and political spheres because it is the legally enacted aspect of a
moral conception of the human being as an autonomous, reasonable, and re-
sponsible individual. This view, or presumption, cannot be validly elided—logi-
cally, morally, or legally—in considering the options available to each individual ,
both in terms of capabilities and of range of choice. In turn, insofar as political
democracy entails agency, there is no way to exorcise from its theory and prac-
tice the questions referring to the effectiveness—the actual options—of political
citizenship. The can of worms turns out to be even bigger than Schumpeter feared,
but still may be amenable to intellectually disciplined treatment.

At this point it may be useful to include some propositions:

VIII. A democratic regime is the result of a universalistic and inclusive, but (in some
countries) tempered, wager.

IX. In the originating countries, political citizenship found direct roots, including well-
developed and broadly diffused concepts, practices, and institutions, in the long
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preceding process of the construction of agency, conceived as a legal person and
his/her subjective civil rights. This conception of agency is the legally enacted
aspect of a moral view of the individual as an autonomous, reasonable, and respon-
sible being.

 X. The rules that enact political citizenship are part and parcel of a legal system that is
based on this conception of agency. In turn, this conception grounds and justifies
the democratic wager.

XI. Some philosophies and moral theories dispute the validity or usefulness of this
conception, while others that accept it disagree as to its foundations and implica-
tions. This is interesting and important. Yet we must not forget that, in the originat-
ing countries, this conception has been deeply and profusely impressed in their
legal systems and, consequently, in their social structure.

XII. It was in and by these legal systems that, partially contradicting their universalistic
orientation, the issue concerning the options of each agent was recognized. As a
consequence, many partially equalizing measures were undertaken in both civil
law and welfare legislation. These measures, inspired by a view of fairness due to
a proper consideration of agency, generated further overall democratization.

iv. Comparative Excursus (3)

When non-originating countries imported, recently or in the past, the insti-
tutional paraphernalia of a democratic regime (elections, constitution s, con-
gress, and the like), they did more than this. These countries also imported
legal systems that were premised on universalist ic conceptions of individual
agency and its consequent subjective rights. However, the overall social tex-
ture of the adopting societies may not include an extensive and elaborate im-
plantation of these rights; rather, organic, or otherwise traditional or even
mafia-like, conceptions of justice and law may prevail (O’Donnell 1993). When
this is the case, the adoption of democracy and its surrounding political free-
doms generates a severe disjunction between these rights and the general tex-
ture of society, including the ways in which all sorts of rights and obligations
are conceived and effectuated. In other words, political citizenship may be
implanted in the midst of very little, or highly skewed, civil citizenship, to say
nothing of social rights.

These cases may still be political democracies as defined earlier, but the
workings of this regime, as well as its relationships with state and society, are
likely to be significantly different from those of the originating countries.37  At
least, we may surmise that the extension and the vigor of political citizenship
rights will be strongly influenced by the overall effectiveness of the legal sys-
tem, including its civil and social rights. At the present stage of our knowl-
edge, these are no more than hypotheses that remain to be empirically explored;
but we can formulate them only if we take into consideration historical and
legal aspects that too often remain implicit in democratic theory.

v. “Political” Freedoms?

We saw that there are some freedoms—more properly defined as rights—
that pertain to the effectuation of fair and institutiona lized elections: the right
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to vote and to be elected as well as, generally, participating in actions related
to the holding of these elections. Again taking up the freedoms proposed by
Dahl, we note a difference among them. The availability of alternative—i.e.,
free and pluralistic—information, is a characteristic of the social context. The
other two freedoms, of expression and association, are subjective rights.38  They
are part of ego’s potestas, her right to undertake, or not, the actions of expressing
herself or associating. These rights have two sides: first, they are valuable per
se; second, they have an instrumental relationship with respect to the earlier-
mentioned participatory rights—they are necessary conditions for the effective-
ness of the participatory rights enacted by a democratic regime and its wager.

Once again we find a boundary problem: it is undecidable which acts of
expressing or associating are “political” or not. The reason is that the rights
of expression and of association, and others relevant to political democracy,
are part of the civil rights discussed earlier. Consequently, the social sites in
which the rights of expression and association are relevant and legally pro-
tected are much broader than the sphere of the political regime. In this sense,
albeit implicitly, the realistic definitions of democracy, as well as others,
perform a double operation. One, they “adopt” some of these rights, in the
sense that they take them into consideration as long as they deem them to
directly refer to a democratic regime. Second, these definitions “promote”
the same rights to the rank of necessary conditions of such a regime. How-
ever, because of the problem of internal boundaries, this adoption and pro-
motion is unavoidably arbitrary: it is hard to imagine that, say, the rights of
expression and of association would be effective in the realm of politics while
they are grossly denied in other spheres of social life. Expressing and associ-
ating are typical civil freedoms; they became legally enacted rights long be-
fore they were also recognized as “political” rights. Consequently, there is
no clear and firm dividing line between the civil and the political side of
these rights—arriving from a different angle we have re-encountered the
boundary problems noted earlier.39

vi. On the State and its Legal Dimension

In contemporary societies most rights—civil, political, and social—are en-
acted and backed by a legal system, both by statutes and by courts. This legal
system is a part, or an aspect, of the state. Normally, the state extends its rule,
most of it effectuated in the grammar of law, throughout the territory it encom-
passes. Since, as we have seen, for a democratic regime to exist there must
also exist a territorial delimitation and at least some legally sanctioned rights,
we have shifted our discussion from a regime to a state. In addition to a set of
bureaucracies, the state includes the legal system that it enacts and normally
backs with its supremacy of coercion over the territory that it delimits
(O’Donnell 1993, 1999b). It is this legal system that embraces and constitute s
qua legal persons the individuals in the territory. It follows that, insofar as it
upholds the democratic wager as well as a regime consisting of fair and insti-
tutionalized elections as well as some surrounding rights, this legal system,
and the state of which it is a part, is democratic. Democraticness is an attribute
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of the state, not only of the regime. This state is a Democratic Rechtsstaat, an
Estado Democrático de Derecho, in that it enacts and backs the legal rules
referred to the existence and persistence of a democratic regime.

Earlier I noted a difference between the right to alternative information and
rights such as those of expression and association. The latter are often consid-
ered negative rights, although this criterion has been persuasively criticized by
several authors (Holmes and Sunstein 1999; Raz 1986; Skinner 1984; Taylor
1993). At any event, there is at least one right, implied by the former, that is
clearly positive: the right of fair and expeditious  access to courts. This right is
positive, as it involves the expectation that some state agents will undertake, if
legally appropriate,  actions oriented to the effectuation of the earlier mentioned
rights as well as others (Fabre 1998). With this assertion we have again run
into the state qua legal system that enacts and backs rights that are widely
agreed to be basic components of democracy. A legal system is not just an
aggregation of rules but properly a system, consisting of the interlacing of
networks of legal rules and of legally regulated institutions.  In turn, a species
of this genus, a democratic legal system, is one that not only, as noted earlier,
enacts and backs the rights attached to a democratic regime; it is a system also
characterized by the fact that there is no power in the state nor in the regime
(nor, for that matter, in society) that is de legibus solutus.40  In a democratic
Rechtsstaat or Estado Democrático de Derecho all powers are subject to the
legal authority of other powers; this legal system “closes,” in the sense that
nobody is supposed to be above or beyond its rules.41

We have reached, thus, another conclusion. Before I noted that there are two
specific characteristics of political democracy, not shared by any other regime:
fair and institutionalized elections,  and an inclusive and universalisti c wager.
Now we have seen that there are two other specific characteristics: one, by
implication of the definition of a democratic regime, a legal system that enacts
and backs the rights attached to this regime; and two, the rounding of the legal
system so that no person, role, or institution is de legibus solutus.42  The differ-
ence is that the first two characteristics are located at the level of the regime,
while the last two are located at the level of the legal system of the state43—
again we see that an exclusive focus on the regime is insufficient for an ad-
equate characterization of democracy. These conclusions  may be stated as a
proposition:

XIII. Political democracy has four unique differentiating characteristics in relation to all
other political types: (1) fair and institutionalized elections, jointly with some
surrrounding “political freedoms”; (2) an inclusive and universalistic wager; (3) a
legal system that enacts and backs—at least—the rights included in the definition
of a democratic regime; and (4) a legal system that prevents anyone from being de
legibus solutus. The first two characteristics pertain to the regime, the last two to
the state and its legal system.

III. On the Overall Social Context

Freedom of information is a social given, independent of the will of any
single individual.  This is a public good, characterized as such by being indivis-
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ible, non-excludable, and non-rival. The availability of alternative information is
the collective side of the coin of the effectiveness of the subjective rights of ex-
pression and association; one could hardly imagine one existing without the other.

The freedom of information and its cognates, the rights of opinion and ex-
pression, as shown by the enormous attention paid to them in legal theory and
practice, span over practically all social sites, well beyond the regime. To be
effective, this freedom presupposes two conditions.  One is a social context
that is generally pluralistic and tolerant of the diversity of values, views,
lifestyles, and opinions entailed by the rights of expression and association.
The other condition is a legal system that effectively backs these rights. Con-
sequently, if we agree that the availability of alternative sources of informa-
tion is one of the necessary conditions of a democratic regime we have, once
again, gone beyond the regime and run not only into the state and its legal
system, but also into some general features of the overall social context.

Another boundary problem emerges here: it is undecidable where and on
the basis of what theoretical criteria we may trace a clear and firm dividing
line between aspects of the freedom of alternative information that are rel-
evant to political democracy and those that are not. For example, quite open
discussion might be allowed on some political issues but at the same time se-
verely limited on others. If, say, the public discussion of gender or sexual di-
versity rights were censored, or if groups promoting agrarian reform were
prohibited from accessing the media, we would have serious doubts about con-
sidering this freedom satisfied. Yet, in the not-distant  past in the originating
countries these restrictions were not considered problematic. We confront again
a vexing comparative question: Would it be fair, theoretically and normatively,
to apply to new democracies the criteria that nowadays the originating coun-
tries apply to themselves, or should we accept less restrictive criteria such as
those they applied decades ago—or is there another alternative? Whichever
the answer to this question, its seems appropriate to assert that countries where
the ability to express opinions and access the information media has been widely
secured are in an important sense more democratic than countries where this is
not the case. If this judgment makes sense, then we should realize that
democraticness also characterizes the overall social context, not just the re-
gime or the state. Thus, we can now introduce some new propositions:

In the realistic definitions of democracy, the rights (or freedoms) that surround
fair  elections are deemed to be “political” by means of an operation of adoption
and promotion of what actually are classic civil rights. Although this operation is
useful for characterizing a democratic regime, it further adds to the boundary
problems , and the subsequent undecidability, of these freedoms.

XV. The freedoms listed by Dahl, and in more or less detail by other authors, turn out to
be of a different nature. Some are positive rights of participation to vote or run in
fair elections. Other rights, such as freedom of expression and association, are
commonly viewed as negative ones, although their effectiveness implies at least one
positive right, fair and expeditious access to courts. Finally, freedom of access to alter-
native information and, by implication, a basically pluralist and tolerant social context,
is neither a negative nor a positive freedom, but a public good that qualifies the
overall social context and is itself backed by a (democratic) legal system.

 XIV.
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i. Comparative Excursus (4)

I have discussed the freedoms, or rights, that many definitions of democ-
racy list, and noted the boundary problems that these listings share. This re-
quires further examination, which I begin by bringing in situations that
nowadays are rare in the originating countries but are frequent, if not wide-
spread, in many new democracies. In these, by definition, fair and institution -
alized elections, certain political rights exist. However, other important rights
and guarantees are not effective, including some that are part of the classic
repertoire of civil rights. I refer to situations where women and various mi-
norities are severely discriminated against even if the text of the law prohib-
its it; workers or peasants are denied, de jure or de facto, rights of associating;
various rights of the poor and of minorities are regularly violated by the police
and various mafia-like groups; access to courts is extremely biased; and a long
et cetera (Méndez, O’Donnell, and Pinheiro 1999). These people may enjoy
political rights of the kind already spelled out; however, many of their civil
rights are curtailed, if not unavailable.  They are political citizens, but they en-
joy a truncated or low-intensity civil citizenship. In many democracies, new and
old, of the South and the East, the individuals who suffer truncated civil citizen-
ship are a large proportion, if not a majority, of the respective populations .

This is a very important difference in relation to the originating countries,
where in most cases the rights entailed by civil citizenship achieved extensive
and elaborate implantation before the democratic wager was adopted and, later
on, additional civil and social welfare rights were enacted. This difference is
closely related to the fact that in the originating countries the process of state
making and the emergence of capitalism preceded the inclusive democratic
wager. This in turn meant that a legal system based on conceptions of indi-
vidual agency actually ruled across the territory of these states. By contrast, in
many democracies in the East and the South, few of these homogenizing pro-
cesses have taken place. Rather, the geography of these countries is marked by
regions, some of them huge, where the legal system enacted by the state has
little effective presence. This is not only a problem in the rural areas; it is also
true of many urban areas.44  Part of the problem is that during the past twenty
years, in many cases already under democratic regimes, these “brown areas”
have grown, not diminished. Another way of looking at this problem is in terms
of the very uneven way in which capitalism has expanded in these countries. In
them there exists a complex mix of capital/labor relations; in particular, huge,
and growing, informal sectors that are a depository, not only of deep poverty,
but also of pre- and proto-capitalist, even servile, social relations.45

We must also take into consideration that many of these people live under
such poverty that their overwhelming concern is sheer survival; they do not
have opportunitie s, material resources, education, time, or even energy to do
much beyond survive. These privations mean that these individuals are materi-
ally poor, while the previously listed ones entail that they also are legally poor.
Material and legal poverty is the actual condition of large parts and, in some
countries, of the majority of the population of political democracies, new and
old, in the East and in the South.
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An important question is whether these facts should be taken as relevant to
a theory of democracy, at least one that purports to include cases afflicted by
characteristics such as the ones I have sketched. Some observers, especially in
the countries that suffer this kind of problem, argue that these problems dem-
onstrate that “democracy” is just a fake for masking huge inequalities—this is
one reason for the proliferation of adjectives and qualifiers registered by Collier
and Levitsky (1997). These views are particularly worrisome if we consider
that in many countries democratically elected governments have been unable
to ameliorate, and in some cases have worsened, this morally repugnant situa-
tion. On the other hand, others who observe the relevance of this situation
answer a curt “no”; they may regret it, but a theory of democracy is about a
regime, and the regime is about behaviors and institutions that, unless griev-
ous loss of parsimony is incurred, the analysis should isolate from legal, so-
cial, and economic conditions—these conditions are better left to the respective
professions, and to moralists and ideologues of various guises.

The intimate connection I have drawn between civil, social, and political rights,
and their common grounding in conceptions of agency and the fair treatment due
to it, suggests that this position is untenable. I believe that from this perspective
there are two issues that should be confronted head on. One, simply but tragi-
cally, is the millions of individuals who have their physical and intellectual de-
velopment cruelly “stunted“ by malnutrition and diseases typical of extreme
poverty. The other issue is life under constant fear of violence, about which Shklar
(1989) has so eloquently written, and which in these countries plagues the lives
of many, especially those who inhabit brown areas and/or belong to groups that
are discriminated against. For all but a few exceptional individuals, destitution
and constant fear prevent basic aspects of agency, including the availability of a
range of options minimally consistent with agency; this “life of coerced choices”
is intrinsically opposed to agency (Raz 1986: 123).

These issues are ignored by most theories of democracy. Yet, insofar as de-
mocracy entails agency and agency is meaningless without minimally reason-
able capabilities and options, I can hardly see how these problems can be
ignored; we saw that there are no logical, legal, or historical grounds for elid-
ing political from civil and social agency. That, by and large, widespread and
extreme poverty and constant fear are not problems that seriously affect the
originating countries is not a good reason for overlooking them in new democ-
racies. For these cases one crucial question—arguably the most important one
raised from the perspective I have adopted—is to what extent and under what
conditions poor sectors and other disadvantaged groups may use the available
political rights as a platform of protection and empowerment for struggles to-
ward the extension of their civil and social rights.

IV. Concluding Thoughts

I have considered various definitions of a democratic regime and generally
agreed with realistic ones, although I have found it necessary to precise them.
In proposing a realistic and restricted definition, I pursued the logical and some
of the empirical implications of its attributes and components, and noted as-
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pects that spill over, with undecidable boundaries, into broader issues. These
issues I attached first to the regime, later to the state, and finally to some char-
acteristics of the overall social context. Through these explorations we discov-
ered a common underlying theme, agency.

In the present article these connections are just pointers to topics to be pur-
sued in future work. However, starting from the relatively firm terrain that I
hope we have achieved by means of a realistic and restricted definition of a
democratic regime, these pointers indicate paths through which a disciplined
theory of democracy may be expanded. This expansion seems to me necessary,
both for the sake of democratic theory tout court and because it would help
guide the huge research agenda that the comparative study of democracy has
pending. Moreover, as I have stressed in this article, all the dimensions of
democracy irresistibly spill over every aspect on which agency is at stake. This
may bother a geometric mind. I believe, however, that this is what gives de-
mocracy its peculiar dynamic and historical openness. The undecidability of
political rights, the always possible extension or retraction of political, civil,
and social rights, and—at bottom, encompassing them all—the issue of the
options that enable agency, are the very field on which, under democracy, po-
litical competition has been and forever will continue being played.46  Truly,
some of the rules of this game are determined by the regime; but the struggles
for limiting and expanding rights are political and, indeed, moral issues that
take place both inside and well beyond the regime.

I close these reflections with a final set of propositions.

 XVI. In agreement with common parlance, the existence of a democratic regime suf-
fices to (metonymically) qualify a given country as “democratic,” even though it
may exhibit serious deficiencies as to the effectiveness of civil and social rights.

XVII. The existence of such a regime implies a state that bounds territorially those
who are political citizens, i.e., the carriers of the rights and obligations insti-
tuted by the regime. It also implies a legal system that, whatever its deficiencies
in other respects, guarantees the universalistic and inclusive effectiveness of the
positive rights of voting and being elected, as well as of some basic “political”
rights included in the definition of a democratic regime.
However, the undecidability of these rights means that, even at the level of the
regime, excepting cases clearly located at the opposite poles of high effective-
ness and of negation of these rights, disputes are deemed to arise as to the demo-
cratic or non-democratic character of the respective case.

 XIX. Still at the level of the regime, a high degree of effectiveness of political rights,
together with various measures enhancing the participation of citizens as well
as the transparency and accountability of governments, may justify assessments
as to the various degrees or types of political democratization of the countries
that include such regimes.

  XX. Beyond the regime, various characteristics of the state (especially its legal sys-
tem) and of the overall social context, may justify assessments as to the various
degrees of civil and social democratization of each country.

 XXI. The conception of human beings as agents indissolubly links the preceding
spheres and logically grounds their pertinence to democratic theory, particu-
larly insofar as this conception is textured by the legal system into manifold
social sites, including the regime.

XVIII.
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* I presented previous versions of this paper and received useful comments at seminars held in
April and May 1999 at the University of North Carolina; Cornell University; Berlin’s
Wissenschaftszentrum; the annual meeting of the American Political Science Association, At-
lanta, August 1999; and in September 1999 at the Kellogg Institute. I also appreciate the com-
ments and criticisms received from Michael Brie, Maxwell Cameron, Jorgen Elklit, Robert
Fishman, Ernesto Garzón Valdés, Jonathan Hartlyn, Osvaldo Iazzetta, Gabriela Ippolito-
O’Donnell, Iván Jaksic, Oscar Landi, Hans-Joachim Lauth, Steven Levitsky, Juan Linz, Scott
Mainwaring, Juan M. Abal Medina, Martha Merritt, Peter Moody, Gerardo Munck, Luis Pásara,
Timothy Power, Adam Przeworski, Héctor Schamis, Sidney Tarrow, Charles Tilly, Ashutosh
Varshney, and Ruth Zimmerling. I am particularly grateful for the careful revision and editing
undertaken by Gerardo Munck and Ruth Collier for the present issue of SCID.

1. Sartori (1995) has also criticized this procedure; however, our views about how to tackle the
resulting problems differ.

2. For useful discussion of these procedures see Collier and Levitsky (1997).
3. This term is shorthand for referring to the early democratized countries located in the north-

western quadrant of the world, plus Australia and New Zealand.
4. By this term some authors refer to definitions that purport to focus exclusively on the “pro-

cess” of elections. Since this meaning is equivalent to “minimalism,” I use this latter term.
5. More recently, Przeworski (1998) has offered another characterization of democracy in a text

that, in spite of its title (“Minimalist Conception of Democracy. A Defense”), moves away
from the professed minimalism of the ones I quote here.

6. Consider, for example, the definitions offered by Barber (1984: 151), Beetham (1993: 61), and
Shapiro (1996: 224).

7. Benhabib (1996: 68, italics added). This definition, as well as other prescriptive ones, do not
refer, at least explicitly, to elections. The same is true of some non-prescriptive definitions
grounded in rational choice theory, such as Weingast’s (1997), where the focus is on limita-
tions on rulers and guarantees of the ruled. Since elections are clearly an integral part of exist-
ing democracies, this omission hinders the usefulness of these definitions.

8. See for example Habermas (1996: 296): “the central element of the democratic process re-
sides in the procedure of deliberative politics.” This author (107) adds “Just those action
norms [among which are those that “establish a procedure for legitimate lawmaking,” are
valid to which all possibly affected persons could agree as participants in rational discourses”
(110) [italics added]. Niklas Luhmann (1998: 164) objects, to my mind decisively, to this
and similar definitions: “Every concept of this maxim is carefully explained with the excep-
tion of the word ‘ could,’ through which Habermas hides the problem. This is a matter of a
modal concept, which, in addition, is formulated in the conjunctive. Ever since Kant, one
knows that in such cases the statement must be specified by giving the conditions for [its]
possibility. That, however, remains unsaid….Who determines, and how does he do so, what
could find rational agreement?” [italics in original]. John Rawls (1997: 770) has recently
proposed a definition of legitimate law, and by implication of democracy, that is also marred
by the problem of proposing hypothetical ideal conditions without stating their conditions
of possibility or the consequences of their lack. I hasten to add that I am persuaded that
deliberation, dialogue, and debate have an important place in democratic politics and that, in
principle, the more there are of these, the better a democracy is. But this does not mean that
some idealized or hypothetical public deliberation sphere should be made a definitional com-
ponent or a requisite of democracy.

9. Here I am simply asserting that, at the moment of vote counting, each vote should be computed
as one (or, in the case of plural voting, in the same quantity as every other vote). In saying this
I am glossing over the complicated problem—which I do not have the space nor the skills to
solve here—resulting from rules of vote aggregation that provoke the problem that votes cast
in certain districts actually weigh more, and in some cases significantly more, than in other
districts. (In relation to Latin America and the severe overrepresentation of some districts in
some of these countries, see Mainwaring 1999; Samuels and Snyder 2001). Obviously, at
some point overrepresentation may become so pronounced that any semblance of voting equality
is eliminated.

-
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10. Another stipulation is needed, although it is a structural precondition of competitive elections
rather than an attribute of them. I refer to the existence of an uncontested territorial domain that
univocally defines the electorate. Since recently several authors have conveniently discussed
this matter (Linz and Stepan 1996, 16–37, Offe 1991 and 1993, Przeworski et al. 1995, and
Schmitter 1994), I shall not deal in detail with it here.

11. Actually, as with markets, few elections, if any, are fully fair; there may be, for example,
factual restrictions due to differential access to economic resources by various parties, or high
barriers to the formation of parties that otherwise would have expressed salient social cleav-
ages, or inconsistent and even suspicious criteria for vote counting in some parts of the given
country. See Elklit and Svensson (1997). This caveat, however, points to the issue of different
degrees of democratization of the regime, an important topic with which I do not deal here.

12. On definitions, see Copi and Cohen (1998).
13. This likelihood of endurance does not mean that after N rounds of such elections a democracy

has “consolidated ” (as argued, for example, in Huntington 1991) or that other aspects of the
regime (as they are deemed to exist in the originating countries) are institutionalized or in the
process of becoming so. For discussion, see O’Donnell (1996a and 1996b).

14. Przeworski (1991: 26); Linz and Stepan (1996: 5). Actually, these authors refer not to elections
but to democracy as the “only game in town,” but the nuance implied by this difference need
not be discussed at this point.

15. Even if agents anticipate that elections at t1 will be fair, if they believe that there is a significant
likelihood that elections at t2 will not be fair, by a regression well explored in prisoner’s dilem-
mas with fixed numbers of iterations, agents will make this kind of extra-electoral investment
already at t1. 

16. This definition slightly modifies that in O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986: 73, fn.1).
17. Exceptions are the discussion of the “ex post  irreversibility” of democratic elections in

Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub, and Limongi (1996: 51), and in Linz’s (1998) analysis of de-
mocracy as government pro tempore. However, these authors refer to only some aspects of
what I call the decisiveness of such elections (see O’Donnell 1996). In a personal communica-
tion, Przeworski (June 1999) has warned this usage of “decisive” might be confused with the
meaning it has acquired in the social choice literature (i.e., a procedure that generates a unique
decision out of the set of available alternatives). With the present footnote I hope to dispel this
possible confusion.

18. Obviously, this possibility is not ignored in country and regional studies. The fact that it has
barely found an echo in democratic theory says a lot about the tenacity with which implicit
assumptions regarding the originating countries remain unexamined in contemporary versions
of this theory.

19. On Chile, see Garretón (1987, 1989) and Valenzuela (1992).
20. Instead, this issue has generated an enormous literature among legal theorists. I will return to

some aspects of this literature and its unfortunate split from most of political science and
political sociology.

21. For instance, Holmes and Sunstein (1999: 104) note that “What freedom of speech means for
contemporary American jurisprudence is not what it meant fifty or one hundred years ago.”
These authors add that “rights are continually expanding and contracting.”

22. Albeit in a different context (concepts of equality), Sen (1993: 33-34) puts it well: “If an
underlying idea has an essential ambiguity, a precise formulation of that idea must try to cap-
ture the ambiguity rather than hide or eliminate it” (italics in the original).

23. I state here only one kind of reason, epistemic, for the undecidability of this matter.
24. Some cases will unavoidably fall into a gray zone between these two sets. Yet, because of the

undecidability of political freedoms (and of the different degrees of competitiveness of each
election, a topic that as already noted I cannot discuss here), I see no way to avoid this prob-
lem. On the other hand, clarification of the definition of a democratic regime should minimize
this problem or at least make clear in each case which are its more problematic aspects.

25. For example, in his definition of “liberal democracy,” Diamond (1999: 11) includes, in addi-
tion to the usual attributes postulated by realistic definitions, characteristics such as the effec-
tive existence of horizontal accountability, of equality under the law, and of an independent
and nondiscriminatory judiciary. I have no doubt that these are highly desirable features. But I
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also believe that rather than making them definitional components of political democracy, it is
more fruitful to study the degree to which these and other relevant characteristics are present,
or not, within the set of cases generated by the definition I am arguing for. This procedure
should facilitate the study, across cases and time, of differences and changes in, among others,
the features proposed by Diamond.

26. The crisp conclusion that Klingeman and Hofferbert (1998: 23) reach in their study of survey
data on postcommunist countries also applies elsewhere: “It was not for groceries that people
in Central and Eastern Europe took to the streets in 1989 and 1991. It was for freedom.” Welzel
and Inglehart (1999), on the basis of another study of a broad set of survey data, conclude that
“liberty aspirations” are central for a majority of respondents in new democracies.

27. Even though lately the value of democracy has increased in the world market of political
ideologies, its positive normative connotations were also evinced by the self-qualification by
communist regimes as “peoples’ democracies,” by the wonderful oxymoron that Chile’s Pinochet
invented to name his regime (“authoritarian democracy”), and by the contortions that many
authoritarian leaders, past and present, make to hold some kind of elections in the hope that
they will legitimize their rule.

28. There is an obvious exception: when democracies emerge there is a moment of choice. Rights
and obligations are established that, insofar as they are sanctioned by fairly elected constitu-
tion-making bodies or are ratified by fair referenda, may be construed as expressing
majoritarian —and hence sufficient—agreement for the institutionalization of the democratic
wager. After this moment, consecutive generations find themselves ab initio embraced, and
constituted in and by, the legally defined relationships entailed by the democratic wager.

29. We shall see, however, that in the originating countries this risk was tempered by various
institutional arrangements.

30. In some countries these egos may be legion, even though they are legally constrained to accept
the wager. In a survey I applied in the metropolitan area of São Paulo, Brazil (December 1991/
January 1992, n: 800), an astounding 79 percent responded “No” to the question “Do Brazil-
ians know how to vote?”; this percent rose to 84 among respondents with secondary education
and higher (in the context it was clear to respondents that the question referred not to the
mechanics of voting but to their evaluation of the choices other voters make among competing
parties and candidates).

31. In spite of frequent assertions to the contrary, not even in terms of universal male suffrage is
the United States an exception to this. The early existence of this suffrage at the federal level
was made purely nominal by the severe restrictions imposed on blacks and Indians, especially
in the south. Due to this, some authors date the achievement in this country of inclusive politi-
cal democracy to War World II or as late as the 1960s, in the aftermath of the civil rights
movement; see Hill (1994), Bensel (1990), Griffin (1996), as well as the seminal book by Key
(1949).

32. On these resistances, see Goldstein (1983), Hirschman (1991), Hermet (1983), and Rosanvallon
(1992). As a British politician opposing the Reform Act of 1867 put it, “Because I am a liberal
… I regard as one of the greatest dangers a proposal … to transfer power from the hands of
property and intelligence, and to place it in the hands of men whose whole life is necessarily
occupied in daily struggles for existence” (Robert Lowe, cited in Hirschman 1991: 94).

33. As Dahl (1989: 108) puts it “The burden of proof [of lack of autonomy] would always lie with
a claim to an exception, and no exception would be admissible, either morally or legally, in the
absence of a very compelling showing.”

34. A more detailed historical and theoretical account of the pre-political construction of agency
can be found in my working paper (2000) of the same title as the present article, which can be
requested from the Kellogg Institute of the University of Notre Dame (219 Hesburgh Center,
Notre Dame IN. 46556), or by emailing the author (ODonnell.1@nd.edu).

35. From now on, when I refer to “options” I mean both the subjective capability of actually
making reasonably autonomous choices and the range of choice that the individual actually
confronts. For apposite discussion of options and their connection to agency, see Raz (1986).

36. As stated in Section 138 of the German Civil Code.
37. For arguments in this direction, see Da Matta (1987), Fox (1994a, 1994b), Neves (1994),

Schaffer (1998), and O’Donnell (1993, 1996a, 1999b).
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38. For further explication of the concept of subjective rights and its origins, see footnote 35.
39. At this point it should not be surprising that in their review of definitions of democracy Collier

and Levitsky (1997, 443) conclude that “[T]here is disagreement about which attributes are
needed for the definition [of democracy] to be viable.”

40. This is what some German legal theorists have labeled the “indisponibility ” of the legal system
for the ruler; see especially Preuss (1996) and Habermas (1986 and 1988). I discuss this theme
under the rubric of horizontal accountability in O’Donnell (1999b and forthcoming).

41. On this matter, from various but in this respect convergent perspectives see Alchourrón and
Bulygin (1971), Fuller (1964), Habermas (1996), Hart (1961), Ingram (1985), and Kelsen
(1962), as well as O’Donnell (1992b).

42. In all other political types, there is always somebody (a dictator, a king, a vanguard party, a
military junta, a theocracy, etc.) who may unilaterally void or suspend whatever legal rules
exist, including those that regulate their roles.

43. A related theme, which I cannot discuss here, is the effectiveness of the legal system, the
degree to which it actually regulates social relations. See O’Donnell (1993, 1999b).

44. I speak of effective state legality because these “brown areas” (see O’Donnell 1993) are terri-
torially based systems of rule in which mafia-like legal systems complexly mix with state
legality. Some of these areas, where state officials rarely even dare to enter, may be, as in
Brazil, as large as 70,000 square kilometers (Veja 1997, reporting on an area in the state of
Pernambuco which, significantly, is known as the “Marijuana Polygon”). For details, see
Méndez, O’Donnell, and Pinheiro (1999) and the works cited therein.

45. It has been estimated that in 1995, 55.7 percent of the urban working-age population in Latin
America were in the informal sector; furthermore, this percentage has been growing consis-
tently: it was 40.2 in 1980, 47.0 in 1985, and 52.1 in 1990 (Thorp 1998: 221). Referring to a
previous period, 1950-1980, Portes (1994: 121) notes that “contrary to its course in the ad-
vanced countries, self-employment did not decline with industrialization but remained essen-
tially constant during this thirty-year period.” On the informal sector in Latin America, see
Portes and Schauffler (1993), Portes, Castells, and Benton (1989), Rakowski (1994), and Tokman
(1992, 1994). Furthermore, by the early 1990s, 46 percent of the Latin American population
lived in poverty (a total of 195 million), and approximately half were indigents, defined as
lacking the means for minimally necessary food intake; by 1990 the number of poor in Latin
America in relation to 1970 had increased by 76 million (data in O’Donnell 1998, for further
detail see Altimir 1998).

46. There is an important issue about which I can only leave a succinct pointer: the matter of what
options actually enable agency. As we saw concerning other topics and for equivalent reasons,
this issue is undecidable. Where and on the basis of what criteria do we draw a line above
which agency may be construed as enabled? We can—again, inductively—determine condi-
tions of such deprivation that there can be little doubt concerning the denial of agency. Yet this
determination is purely negative: establishing dimensions that, alone or concurrently, deny
agency does not tell us at what point, or line, the options for agency may be deemed to be
basically satisfied. Furthermore, as we saw with various kinds of rights or freedoms, the rel-
evant criteria have changed during the history of the originating countries (among which, in
addition, nowadays there are important variations in this matter). It is an even harder question
to establish criteria to be reasonably applied in countries that command far fewer resources
than the former ones.
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1

The discourses of democratic transition

In 1989, the “Autumn of the People” ushered in high hopes concerning the
possibilities for democratic transformation in the countries of the soon-to-
be-post-communist world. Suddenly the Soviet bloc was no more – and
within two years the Soviet Union itself would be gone too. While the rev-
olution took different forms in different countries, in many ways 1989 was
the hour of those who had labored in oppositional civil society, often under-
ground, sometimes in prison. Suddenly they were joined on the streets by
many others. This fine democratic hour seemed to hold lessons even for the
more established liberal democracies in theWest,which featured at that time
a much less heroic kind of democratic politics, beholden to routine, ambi-
tion, material interest, and money. For a moment, democracy in its most
inspirational form seemed to be found in the East rather than in the West.
Many of these high hopes have now withered. It is one thing to over-

throw an exhausted system (or even just to walk into the vacuum left by its
collapse), quite another to deal on a day-to-day basis with ethnic tensions,
the legacy of economic stagnation, a global capitalist political economy that
soon turns out to be ungenerous and unforgiving, severe environmental
pollution, and inherited creaking state bureaucracies. Simultaneous negoti-
ation of institutional, economic, and attitudinal transition has often proven
extraordinarily difficult, especially in the presence of ethnic conflicts and
controversies over borders and boundaries.1 Moreover, each of these three

1 For an argument that simultaneity can actually facilitate transition by focusing reformers’
attention on everything that needs to be done and how different aspects can and should be
interrelated, see Di Palma, 1993. For a counterargument, see Binder, et al., 1971 (we were
led to these sources by Ramet, 1997).

3
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dimensions of transitionhas several aspects. Institutional transition refers to
legal, social, and educational institutions, aswell as governmental ones. Atti-
tudinal transition covers attitudesnotonly towardnew institutions and laws,
but also toward changing class structures, identities, and international alle-
giances. Since 1989 the post-communist world has witnessed plenty in the
way of economic catastrophe, ethnic warfare, civil conflict, political insta-
bility, and lingering and sometimes resurgent authoritarianism. Of course,
some countries have fared much better than others on the various dimen-
sions of transition; but whether or not there is light at the end of them,many
tunnels have had to be negotiated, and remain to be negotiated.
By now there exists a number of studies of the experience of political and

economic transition in post-communist societies. So why add another at
this juncture, more than a decade after those heady days of 1989?We believe
we do have something different, novel, and important to offer. We present
here a study that is based on the way democracy and democratization are
conceptualized and lived by ordinary people and political activists in the
post-communist world – including those for whom democracy is a negative
symbol – for democracy is not just, or perhaps even mainly, a matter of
introducing institutions such as a constitution, parliament, elections, a party
system, and a legal system. Such institutional hardware is vital, but so too
is the institutional software. That is, to understand if or how democracy
works, we must attend to what peoplemake of it, and what they think they
are doing as they engage politics, or politics engages them.Here, a glance at a
different time and place is instructive. Attempts to parachute Westminster-
style institutions into ex-British colonies in Africa in the 1950s and 1960s
produced only parodies of the original, mainly because those involved with
these institutions had little or no exposure to the habits, traditions, and
dispositions necessary to make these particular institutions function.
What people make of democratic institutions matters precisely because

what is at issue is democracy, unique among the political forms in human
history. Such a question is much less pressing for political systems in which
what the people think as they engage or are engaged by politics is mostly
irrelevant.
It is common to begin books about democracy with the observation

that democracy as a concept today meets something approaching universal
approval – provided that one does not inquire too closely into what democ-
racy actuallymeans to all those who applaud it, for democracy is a contested
concept, especially in societies in the process of transition from an author-
itarian or totalitarian political economy. Political actors in these societies
often justify their projects and preferred political orders in the language of
democracy– evenwhen theseprojects aredirectly opposed toone another, as
in the case of the violent confrontation between president and parliament in
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Russia in 1993. But widespread appeal to the symbols of democracy should
not necessarily lead to cynicism about the language of democracy. Rather, it
suggests that we should pay close attention to the variety of meanings that
can be embedded in this language by political actors and ordinary people. It
is thesemeaningswepropose to study, for they revealwhatpeople can anddo
make of democracy, and of the institutions with which they are confronted.
We show that in post-communist societies there prove to be many varied

interpretations of what constitutes the essence of democracy – though prob-
ably no more varied than within the more established liberal democracies.2

In addition, as we shall see in this study, the generalization about universal
approval of the concept of – the very word – democracy no longer holds.
Within some (but not all) of these societies, there are indeed those who
ascribe negative connotations to the term itself. We intend to explain the
variety of positive and negative interpretations and accounts of democracy
through reference to the histories – both recent and more distant – and
contexts of each society, and examine their consequences for what is found
and what is possible in the way of political models and reform trajectories.
We shall develop an account of the discourses of democracy prevailing

in the mid- to late 1990s in Armenia, Belarus, Bulgaria, China, Czechia,
Georgia, Moldova, Poland, Romania, Russia, Slovakia, Ukraine, and
Yugoslavia (Serbia and Montenegro).3 For each country, this account re-
sembles what Bourdieu (1990, 1993) calls a “discursive field,” constituted
by the positions that actors, often opposing one another, can occupy. The
structure of the field constrains what positions can be taken, but is itself
determined by the actions, interactions, and contestations of those taking
positions (for a good application of this idea to Soviet and Russian politics,
see Urban, 1997). In developing this account for each country, we deploy
methods that give full rein to individuals to express their own subjective
conceptualizations of what democracy and democratization mean. These
results are, then, firmly grounded in the way people think and so act po-
litically; it is these subjective dispositions and capabilities that we seek to
reconstruct. Of course, we cannot remove our own vantage point entirely:
we do not offer unmediated views from inside post-communist countries.4

2 The relative proportions of the various interpretations might well differ between these two
kinds of society. However, even this should not be assumed, and requires empirical testing.
Individual countries in both groups might be closer to individual countries in the other
group than to their group’s norm.

3 We tried to include Hungary in our analysis, but a severe glitch late in the project meant
that this aspiration was frustrated. Hungary’s absence does not affect our basic argument.

4 Cumings (1999, p. 4) speaks of a “parallax view” that looks at both sides (in his case, the
United States and East Asia) from a point that is in neither, but rather “off center,” such
that both sides are problematized.
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But we do not intend simply to report on the discursive field of democ-
racy for each society. As just mentioned, we shall seek to explain the content
and pattern of the discourses that we find through reference to both the
deeper history and the contemporary circumstances of each country. This
does not mean that we should expect to find simple congruence between
these circumstances and prevailing discourses. Dissonance is also possible.
For example, if there is little or no congruence between public policy on fun-
damental matters and popular discourses, then there is a risk of instability,
protest, perhaps even violence. At any rate, whether it is stability, instabil-
ity, breakdown, or reform that is at issue in a particular case, the extant
discourses can shed explanatory light on political-economic situations and
how they change.
We conceptualize the relationship between political development and

discourses in interactive terms: discourses help condition what is possible
and likely in terms of political development, while political development
can change the terms of discourses. However, we believe discourses can be
relatively stable over time, though dramatic events such as the revolutions
of 1989 might occasionally change their configuration quite radically. We
cannot prove this stability, because our empirical work was carried out at
one time in the late 1990s. However, in drawing out connections between
discourses andhistorical legacies, we try to render plausible the idea that dis-
courses can endure over years, decades, possibly even (in Poland andChina)
centuries. Though their historical reach is quite variable, the discourses we
identify represent more than passing reactions to events.
In addition, we will explore connections and conflicts between these dis-

courses and particular models of democracy and democratization, for all
democratic theories, be they liberal, participatory, republican, feminist, plu-
ralist, or elitist, make claims about the capabilities and dispositions of indi-
viduals who compose any actual or potential political order. Our method-
ology can test such claims for particular times and places, and so illuminate
the possibilities for congruence and dissonance between the variousmodels
of democracy and the particular cases to which they might apply.

Discourses andmodels of democracy

Among those whomake it their business to study post-communist political
transformations, there have, we think, been rather too many for whom an
adequatemodel of democracy remains aminimalist or electoralist one. This
model takes its bearings from Joseph Schumpeter’s (1942) depiction of real-
istic democracy as the electoral struggle between competing elites. Ordinary
citizens have an occasional voter’s role in this model, but they are treated in
general as uninformed and apathetic, and so incapable of exercising effective
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control over the content of public policy. This model fell from favor long
ago among democratic theorists, but remains popular among transitolo-
gists (see, for example, Di Palma, 1990; Huntington, 1991; Mueller, 1996),
most of whom have no interest in the efforts of democratic theorists.5 Con-
trasting the fortunes of democratic theorists’ ambitious models with what
happens in the real world, Sartori (1991, p. 437) declares that “the winner
is an entirely liberal democracy, not only popularly elected government,
but also, and indivisibly, constitutional government; that is, the hitherto
much belittled ‘formal model of democracy’ that controls the exercise of
power.”
On theminimalist account, we should stopworrying about political tran-

sition or transformation once competitive elections have occurred. As John
Mueller puts it,

most of the postcommunist countries of central and eastern Europe have essen-
tially completed their transition to democracy . . .what they now have is, pretty
much, it. They are already full-fledged democracies if we use asmodels realWest-
ern countries (as opposed to some sort of vaporous ideal) . . . In consequence,
it may be sensible now to decrease the talk of “transition” and to put a quiet,
dignified end to the new field of transitology. (Mueller, 1996, pp. 102–3)

Following this advice, once we stop worrying about transition, we can
start to worry about consolidation, conceptualized simply as stabilization
of regular competitive elections (Schedler, 1998). Here it may be especially
important for both old (ex-communist) and new (nationalist) “counter-
elites” to accept the electoral order (Kopecky and Mudde, 2000, p. 524).
Huntington’s (1991, p. 267) two-election test (requiring a freely elected
government to cedepower after a subsequent electoral defeat) canbe applied
as an empirical indicator of (minimalist) consolidation.6

5 One of the anonymous reviewers of our typescript suggested that we were setting up a
straw man by stressing the influence of Huntington in this field. But corroborating our
assessment,M. Steven Fish recently concluded that “Huntington-type views” predominate
in the literatureonpost-communist transitionandhavebeenof “immenseglobal influence”
(Fish, 1999, pp. 796 and 821).

6 Beyond these brief comments, we do not consider it necessary for our purposes to enter
the heated and sometimes precious debate concerning the appropriateness of the terms
“transition,” “transformation,” and “consolidation.” For what it is worth, we see the whole
stage between the collapse of one system and the crystallization and stabilization of another
as transition. Typically, in the early stages, the transitional society is coming to termswith its
past (the legacy); this stage can be called the transformation phase (Bryant andMokrzycki,
1994; for a reversal of this understanding of transition and transformation, see Schneider,
1997, p. 17). Later, the focus is more on perfecting the new institutions and practices
through trial and error. This is the consolidation phase. Defining the point at which the
consolidation stage has been completed (i.e., the new system is consolidated) is notoriously
difficult (for a useful analysis, see the review article by Encarnación, 2000). Roughly, we
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On the face of it, the minimalist model seems to imply that it hardly
matters what people think about what they are doing as they participate
(or indeed, choose not to participate) in democratic institutions. Yet closer
examination reveals that even theminimalist model of democracy demands
certain qualities in the political dispositions and capabilities of the masses,
and somewhat different ones for elites. For the masses, the model requires
a widespread attitude toward electoral politics that is apathetic yet sup-
portive, accepting voting as the limit of participation. This attitude means
leaving all important decision-making to be unquestioned, the preserve of
elected elites (Zakaria, 1997 criticizes this minimalist approach as “illiberal
democracy”). On this account, what O’Donnell describes and criticizes as
“delegative democracy,” emerging in some countries in Latin America and
the post-communist world, passes the minimalist test. Under delegative
democracy, “whoever wins election to the presidency is thereby entitled to
govern as he or she sees fit, constrained only by the hard facts of existing
power relations and by a constitutionally limited termof office” (O’Donnell,
1994, p. 57). To O’Donnell, this situation is not representative democracy
because there is no accountability, no need for election promises to be re-
membered (for questioning of whether such an arrangement should even
be called democracy, see A. Brown, 1999, especially p. 6).
The minimalist model does not require much in the way of political liter-

acy or toleration of those with different points of view. Political literacy and

would argue that it has been reached when most members of the polity have accepted
that the broad parameters of the system are settled – when, to paraphrase Offe, there are
no longer major debates about the basic rules, but only under them (or, in Przeworski’s
[1991] terms, the new system has become “the only game in town”). One way to test this
empirically would be to survey people onwhether or not they believe that the basic system –
as distinct fromaparticular regime (a leadership team) –will still be in place a decade hence.
Of course, as Russia in the late 1990s warned us, the wording of the questionnaire would
have to distinguish between normative acceptance of a system and a feeling that everything
is likely to be basically the same – chaotic! – ten years hence. Clear explanation of what is
understood as a system should largely overcome this problem. For us, however, the problem
would remain that we see democracy as an ongoing interactive process, rather than some
clearly defined end goal. In this sense, it is impossible to be entirely satisfied with the very
concept of “consolidated,” which implies completion as a form of closure. Yet we want
to be able to continue with our argument without being accused of being unaware of a
very important theoretical debate that others might believe we should engage. To return
to the opening point of this footnote, we are not interested in becoming embroiled in an
argument we believe can only go around in circles. For one of the most heated debates
on “transition” and “consolidation,” which considers the appropriateness of comparing
different macro-regions of the world as well as these concepts, see (in this order) Schmitter
and Karl, 1994; Bunce, 1995b; Karl and Schmitter, 1995; and Bunce, 1995a. For an early,
rather cantankerous rejection of the notion of transition, see Jowitt, 1992, who believes
that transition necessarily implies transition to democracy. His belief that the prospects for
this in many countries of the region were slim explains his rejection of the term.
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tolerance can be treated as the preserve of, and protected by, elites. However,
proponents of the minimalist model must require acceptance on the part
of ordinary people of the rules of the electoral game, and of the legitimacy
of the political system to which elections are central (Plasser, Ulram, and
Waldrauch, 1998).Without a supportive discourse, such acceptance can rest
only on pragmatic compliance contingent on economic performance, or on
habituation (Powers, 1998), or even on coercion. All three of these latter
alternatives provide weak defenses for democracy, especially if economic
crisis arrives. There needs to be something more robust, a normative com-
mitment. In short, democracy needs popular legitimacy. Thus intelligent
minimalists should attend to democracy’s discourses.
Among liberal constitutionalists, there is in fact some recognition of the

need for institutional transformation tobeaccompaniedbyasupportivecivil
society and political culture, and so (in our terms) discourses of democracy.
However, such recognition is apt to treat civil society’s discourse in one-
dimensional terms, according to how well this discourse measures up to the
requirements of liberal institutions.
There is no denying the analytical purchase that the minimalist model

supplies when it comes to comparisons across time and space. With a little
stretching, it can underwrite a temporal scale (in years) for rating the degree
to which a democracy is consolidated (e.g., Lijphart’s [1984, p. 38] “30–35”
years of continuous existence before a new democracy can be considered
consolidated). But this undoubted convenience for the analyst is, we believe,
bought at the unacceptable price of insensitivity to the variety of forms that
democratic political development can take, and to variations in the quality
of democracy in systems that both pass and fail minimalist tests.
Other models of democracy can be both more demanding and more

nuanced in terms of what they seek in the capabilities and dispositions of
masses and elites alike. The methods we deploy do in fact enable us to
investigate discourses in fine detail, rather than just array them crudely
on a supportive/not supportive dimension. We will reveal a rich variety of
parallels and conflicts between particular models of democracy and post-
communist political discourses. This juxtaposition yields insights into just
what kinds of democracy may be possible or impossible in different places,
andhow the ideals of democratic theorists and reformers (or, for thatmatter,
reactionaries)might connect to political practice.We should emphasize that
our interest is quite different from those consolidation scholars who eschew
a minimalist model in favor of a more demanding set of tests that more
countries fail (for example, Green and Skalnik Leff, 1997).We are interested
in understanding, not condemnation.
Once we acknowledge that there is more to democratic life than a univer-

sally applicable, one-size-fits-all, minimalist model of democracy, a range



10 I N T R O D U C T I O N

of possibilities opens up. This opening enables some fruitful connections to
theories of democracy, as well as more nuanced interpretation of the paths
that democratization can take. Such possibilities can be arrayed along the
following dimensions, among others.7

Social democracy to libertarianism. Social democrats, in whose ranksmay
now be found a fair number of reformed communists, believe in sub-
stantial state intervention in the market economy along with gov-
ernmental provision of welfare programs. Thus a democratic system
should do more than allow citizens to make demands and representa-
tions (inputs); it should also ensure that citizens’ needs are met (out-
puts). In contrast, libertarians believe that civil society and the econ-
omy can and should assumemany of the tasks social democrats assign
to the state. Libertarians believe in a small state andmaximal scope for
the market. True libertarians believe this arrangement is appropriate
anywhere and at any time. Advocates of “shock therapy,” applied most
famously in Poland after 1989,8 borrow some libertarian prescriptions
for a limited transition period, but also require a very interventionist
state to design the new market order.

Authoritarianism to open society. Authoritarianism can be exercised in the
service of either a planned or market economy. One school of thought
argues that effective marketization cannot proceed under democratic
auspices. For example, Przeworski (1991, p. 183) argues that market-
oriented reforms “are based on a model of economic efficiency that
is highly technical. They involve choices that are not easy to explain
to the general public and decisions that do not always make sense to
popular opinion.” Thus “A reform policy is not one that emerges from
broad participation, from a consensus among all the affected inter-
ests, from compromises” (Brucan, 1992, p. 24; for a more comparative
argument that too much democracy in developing and underdevel-
oped economies causes poor economic performance, see Gasiorowski,
2000). In contrast, advocates of the open society believe that political
and economic liberalization can and should proceed hand in hand, for
only an experimental, trial-and-error approach enables mistakes to be
recognizedandcorrected, aprocess impossibleunderauthoritarianism
(Pickel, 1993).

Civil society to a strong state.Civil society conceived of in terms of political
associationnot encompassed by the state or the economyplayed a large

7 For a simpler but useful typology of kinds of democracy in the post-communist world, see
Commisso, 1997, esp. pp. 1–15.

8 Though Murrell (1993) has persuasively challenged the notion that it was implemented
very extensively in Poland.
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part in therevolutionsof1989.Manycommentatorswerequick towrite
off civil society in this heroic guise, and some lament the persistence
of the attitudes associated with it (Linz and Stepan, 1996), but it has
its advocates as a continuing inspiration for post-communist societies
(for example,Arato, 1993).Adifferent,moreprosaic versionof the civil
societymodel emphasizes theorganizationof interests, especially those
with economic roots such as businesses and unions. Along these lines,
Ost (1993) laments the weakness of civil society organizations in post-
communist Eastern Europe, which leaves the field clear for a politics
of identity that emphasizes religion and nationalism, together with a
strong state (for further discussion of theweakness of post-communist
civil society, see Bernhard, 1996; Pickvance, 1999). But a strong state
may be a necessity where civil society is weak, and it does not have
to be tied to the politics of identity. While it might at first sight seem
paradoxical to argue that the consolidation of democracy requires firm
central leadership, post-communist societies often lack not only the
civil society (in the prosaic sense) but also the institutions, civic tra-
ditions, and culture of compromise that can make liberal democracy
work, and can avoid a slide into political chaos and/or dictatorship. In
this light, the key to democratic consolidation is effective state leader-
ship committed to democratic and constitutionalist principles. Here, a
strong state is one with the capacity to establish frameworks and laws,
implement policies, and keep political development on a democratic
course until civil society can assume more political responsibilities
(L. Holmes, 1998). Of course, strong states can be put to very dif-
ferent uses by those not committed to such principles. Authoritarian
states can be strong states, especially in the sense of being intrusive into
citizens’ lives and possessing large coercive apparatuses. Here we con-
sider only the case for the strong state within a democratic context.
This state is a capable state, which can establish effective democratic
institutions and legal frameworks in the early post-authoritarian era
and promote democratic political culture. It is strong enough to col-
lect the taxes to fund democratization,9 and capable of resisting both
authoritarianism and anarchy. It does not have to be large; the Russian
state machinery under Yeltsin was large but not very capable, hence
not strong in this sense.

Pluralism to republicanism. Pluralists, indeed most liberals, believe that
politics is properly about the reconciliation and aggregation of partial

9 This problem of adequate funding of democracy is not confined to transition countries.
Much of the recent political corruption in Western Europe – notably Germany – relates to
inadequate legitimate funding of political parties. In today’s world, there is no such thing
as a free lunch, and no cost-free democracy.
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interests, mostly material ones. Republicans, in contrast, believe in a
more unitary notion of the public interest, and political argument that
is geared toward the creation or discovery of this interest. Republicans
allow that there may be different points of view about what is in the
public interest, but they are reluctant to recognize the legitimacy of
merely material and partial interests in political debate, such as those
of particular economic sectors or classes.

Elitism to participation.Proponents of participatorydemocracy, andpop-
ulism in a non-pejorative sense, believe that as many citizens as pos-
sible should join in effective exercise of political power. Participatory
democrats distrust any elite domination of democracy. Others believe
even democratic politics is inevitably, and perhaps properly, for elites.
The elite in question might be a republican elite committed to citizen
virtue, it might be an elite committed to democratic guidance, or it
could be a plural elite, composed for example of the leaders of different
parties.

Nationalism to cosmopolitanism. One of the uglier aspects of some – but
not most – of the countries we study is resurgent ethnic national-
ism that in some cases has meant violence, even ethnic cleansing and
genocide. Of course, nationalism comes in many variations, some of
which abhor violence. What all nationalisms share is the belief that
full membership in the political community is reserved for people
with particular characteristics, and this principle can apply to demo-
cratic community too. Thus it is possible to be both a nationalist and
a democrat. Auer (2000) argues that nationalism can sometimes pro-
mote liberal democratization in contemporary Central and Eastern
Europe. This argument is consistent with deeper European history,
where nationalism and democracy have occasionally reinforced each
other – especially when nation could be defined in opposition to em-
pire. National governments could be more responsive than imperial
ones.10 Cosmopolitans are those who deny the importance of ethnic-
ity and nationality in establishing claims to full citizenship. Real cos-
mopolitans have little use for national boundaries. An intermediate
position on the nationalism–cosmopolitan continuumwould empha-
size state citizenship, and so state boundaries, but interpret citizenship
in constitutional terms, for which anyone living within the boundaries
of the state is fully eligible.

10 Integrationist and civic forms of nationalism are in the longer termmore compatible with
liberal democratization than are ethnic and divisive forms. But the formermust be sensitive
to ethnic difference where it exists, promoting dialogue between the two or more groups.
This dialogue itself can be seen as integral to democracy.
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These dimensions identify particular kinds of models or programs for
politics. The discourses that we find can act as both constraints and re-
sources for those interested in advancing or conserving such models and
programs. They act as constraints when reformers can find little resonance
for their model in any of the discourses present in a society. They act as
resources when points of connection can be found. There will rarely be a
point-by-point similarity between a model of political development and a
discourse – though as our discussions of Poland and Czechia will show, this
can sometimes happen. More important is the creative tension that can
exist between the proposals of theorists and reformers on the one hand, and
the capabilities and dispositions of citizens on the other.
In the apt metaphor developed by Elster, Offe, and Preuss (1998), pro-

cesses of post-communist political and economic transformation take the
formof “rebuilding the shipwhile at sea.” The builders have toworkwith the
ship as it is (there is no tabula rasa), rather than how blueprints say it should
be. Contrary towhat economists such as Jeffrey Sachs andDavid Lipton (the
foremost advocates of shock therapy) used to maintain, it is not clear that
there are any blueprints (in the sense of appropriate prior examples of such
transition from which to learn). Part of the character of the ship is given
by its economic structure and formal political institutions; but a big part
of its character is given by the discourses that prevail on board. Rebuilders
must live with, work within, and draw upon these discourses. While we
certainly do not suggest that formal institutional and structural factors are
unimportant,wewould expect discourses tobe especially important in coor-
dinating action anddetermining outcomeswhere the institutional hardware
is weak or underdeveloped – which is generally the case in post-communist
societies.
Our implicit commitment is to the idea of democracy as an open-ended

conversation, to which political leaders and activists, ordinary people,
social scientists, and political theorists alike can contribute. Thus there is no
single, fully specified destination called “democracy” to which all societies
are heading – or indeed which some may be prevented from reaching (see
Hughes, 2000 for a critique of this tendency among transitologists). There
are many routes that can be followed, and many ways in which they can
be blocked. Charles Tilly (1993, p. 17) points out that it is important not
to read history backwards – that one should not (say) interpret the whole
sweep of eighteenth-century French history as preparations for the revolu-
tion of 1789. That the revolution happened does not mean it always had to
happen, or that there was one path leading to it. The same can be said for
the history of the present in post-communist societies, which should not be
read backwards in terms of movement toward (or indeed away from) one
particular democratic destination.
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Throughout, wewill follow a comparative approach: we are interested not
just in discourses, events, and possibilities within each country, but also in
what can be learned by examining crosspolity patterns. We will even make
comparisons with more established liberal democracies at some points.
Eachof the substantive chapterswill report results for aparticular country,

relating these results to the political-economic experience of that country,
with the emphasis on the period since 1989. We seek to develop an analysis
of what transition has meant in terms of the lived experience of people in
the country in question. We will build to crossnational comparisons and
generalizations about the problems and prospects associated with post-
communist democratization.

Freedom and necessity in democratization

We intend, then, to explore the variety of meanings of democracy and de-
mocratization – more precisely, the discourses of democracy – that can be
found in the post-communist world. We approach this issue as social scien-
tists, andwill deploy some social scientific tools inourmappingofdiscourses
of democracy. But we care about this issue because we are democrats. We
are democrats not just in the bland sense in which just about anyone can
so categorize themselves, but in a commitment to democracy as a project
that must itself be pursued through democratic means. Some of the main
resources for (as well as constraints upon) this project can be found in the
discourses about democracy that are found in particular societies. This com-
mitment sets us apart from those minimalists who believe that democracy
is something that is either absent or present, rather than a matter of degree
and variety.
In further contrast to minimalists, we care a great deal about the degree

to which democratic control is authentic as distinct from symbolic, and
engaged by critical and competent actors. We can really only speak of suc-
cessful democratic transition to the degree such authenticity is achieved, for
if we stay with the minimalists and address popular conceptions of democ-
racy only in terms of degree of acceptance of the new order, it is in the
end impossible to distinguish between normative commitment and simple
acceptance of a status quo, between reflective approval and mere social-
ization. The latter in turn reveals some disconcerting continuity between
old and new systems, at least in terms of the normalization that both can
seek. Such normalization assumes different forms under state socialism and
nascent liberaldemocracy,but inbothcases it is the silencingof critical voices
that is sought. Under state socialism, criticism is equated with subversion;
potential opponents of the regime must be convinced that there is ulti-
mately no alternative to it. Under the new democratic order, criticism of the
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institutional status quo can be interpreted by minimalists only as anti-
democratic feeling, rather than possibly representing desires for a different,
perhaps more authentic, democracy (Powers, 1998).
Our focus on discoursesmeans that we believe itmatters what democracy

anddemocratizationmean topeople.Certainly there are thosewhobelieve it
does notmattermuch. To some, democracy is, in Przeworski’s terms, “only a
system of processing conflicts without killing one another” (1991, p. 95). In
this light, acceptance of democratic rules is a result of strategic calculations
on the part of key actors, who conclude that their expected long-term net
material gain from accepting democratic rules (notably, free elections) is
greater than that which would be obtained from (say) trying to seize or hold
on topower throughcoercivemeans. If, as rational choice theorists tell us, the
political world is made up only of rational egoists (homo economicus), then
it matters not at all what key political actors think democracy is or should
be, let alone what nonelites think. Such “elite pact” accounts of transition
take nonelites into account only in terms of their potential for upsetting
the pact: for example, by engaging in protests that induce an authoritarian
reaction on the part of the old regime signatories.
From a very different direction, neoinstitutional macro-sociologists such

as Skocpol (1979) and Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens (1992), who
consider that political development is the remorseless working out of struc-
tural forces, would see discourses of democracy as being as irrelevant as
all other human ideas in explaining the course of history. Different again,
development (or what Fish, 1998, pp. 233–4, calls “strong modernization”)
theorists who believe that successful liberal democracy is positively associ-
ated with prosperity, mainly because economic growth produces a middle
class that possesses the necessary democratic virtues, would direct our at-
tention away from discourses (except as intervening variables, determined
by economic development) and toward the influence and interaction of eco-
nomics and social structures (i.e., classes – see, e.g., Lipset, 1959; Pye, 1966;
Moore, 1967; Rostow, 1971). Those more skeptical about the impact of the
transnational capitalist political economy on democracy – believing that
there is no scope for popular control of collective decisions, that all govern-
mentsmust in the end please financial and capitalmarkets (see, for example,
Block, 1977) – might also think that popular discourses about democracy
cannot make much difference. Relatedly, world systems theorists such as
Wallerstein (1974) would see a country’s location in a particular zone of the
world economic system as the key determinant of its public policies.
Another kind of determinism that figures large in analyses of the post-

communist world emphasizes culture rather than structure. For example,
Hellén, Berglund, and Aarebrot (1998, esp. pp. 365–6) distinguish between
the Baltic states and the Central and East European states on the one hand,
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and Romania and Bulgaria on the other. Like many analysts (for example,
Vachudová and Snyder, 1997), they identify a “North–South divide” in CEE,
and argue that “There is, in fact, a good case to be made for the notion that
the resilience of authoritarian features in the Balkans has much to do with
the clientelistic heritage in that particular region.”11

We agree that deep history can influence current politics and, as men-
tioned above, deploy it ourselves in order to understand differences in dis-
course configurations from country to country. However, we have three
criticisms of cultural determinism. First, cultural determinists too often
treat a complex society in overly monolithic terms. As we will demonstrate,
different groups can in fact recall very different periods and events in their
society’s history. Thus we address histories in the plural when considering
the influence of the past (though we do occasionally speak of “deep history”
in a generic and aggregated sense). Second, cultural determinism is too
reductionist and monocausal. Not only deep histories but also contem-
porary experiences influence attitudes, discourses, and developments. The
relative importance of these factors can vary fromone individual or group to
another. Third, and most important, cultural determinism can condemn a
society to nondemocracy because that society has allegedly had the “wrong”
experiences.We reject this sort of stereotyping, arrogance, and lack of polit-
ical imagination when it comes from observers from comfortable Western
democracies. Some of the worst culprits here do however hail from the
countries we are considering – especially those seeking to establish their
own country’sWestern credentials. Our findings ought to lead to the recon-
sideration of such positions. Empirically, our study will demonstrate the
point we have just made about diversity; there are one or two surprises in
store (as there were for us when the results began to arrive). Also, it is a
truism that none of the existing established democracies would exist if a
prerequisite for democracy is prior democratic experience.12

A further kind of determinism that we reject is advanced by some of
those who share our emphasis on discourses and their causal force. Most
notable among discourse analysts, Michel Foucault has demonstrated that
discourses surrounding sexuality, mental health, criminality, and the like
exercise an essentially normalizing function: they construct human subjects
in particular ways. Thus the idea of an autonomous human subject begins to

11 Hellén, Berglund, andAarebrot (1998, p. 366) do go on to argue that this does not condemn
Bulgaria andRomania; bothmaybe able to consolidatedemocracybecauseofweak cleavage
crystallization. Allowing for contemporary social structures and alignments supports our
point that culture(s) can play a role, but should never be seen as decisive.

12 For further empirical evidence that the concept of national culture can bemisleading when
used to assess the likelihood of successful democratization in post-communist societies,
see Fish, 1998, esp. pp. 230 and 232–3.
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look suspect, though not wholly inconceivable. Foucault himself deployed
a notion of “governmentality” to argue that political discourses in modern
societies have constructed individuals in particular ways that make them
amenable and easy to govern. Foucauldians such as Barry Hindess (2000)
extend this idea to democracy: discourses of democracy are just another
means of disciplining individuals, making them compliant subjects of the
liberal democratic state. Liberal constitutionalists would of course applaud
suchdiscourses, andnot recognize the kindof coercive potential emphasized
by Foucault. Along these lines, Francis Fukuyama (1989, 1992) argues that
the “end of history” represents the global triumph of a particular discourse –
liberal democracy plus capitalism – over all others. Fukuyama is hardly a
Foucauldian; hebelieves that there is an essential humannature consistingof
thedesire for recognition (thymos)plusmaterial self-interestwhichcapitalist
democracy isuniquely able to satisfy.But if one sees thedesire for recognition
plus rational egoism as historically contingent rather than human essences,
or at least as aspects of humanity that are invoked much more by liberal
society than by its predecessors, it is easy to reconcile Fukuyama’s argument
with a notion that discourses are mainly sources of constraint. The end
of history is in this light simply a discursive closure. Indeed, Fukuyama
recognizes as much at the end of the book, where he bemoans the “men
without chests” who populate the end of history, where there is nothing
noble left for people to fight for.
While our conception of discourses owes something to Foucault, our

treatment is actually closer to Bourdieu’s notion of a discursive field. As
we pointed out earlier, our results for each country model such a field.
Political actors are constrained (and in part constituted) by the structure
of this field. But these actors in turn, via their own interventions, contests,
and interactions, can affect the boundaries and structure of the field, as
well as the particular positions (discourses) that exist within it. We believe,
then, that discourses offer resources as well as constraints: that intelligent
individuals can, if only sometimes, reflect upon the content of the discourses
in which they move, and make good choices within and across discourses.
(Arguably, Foucault himselfmoved closer to this position late in his life.)We
do notmaintain that this happens all the time: if it did, the whole concept of
discourseswould lose its force, as individualswouldnot be subject to them in
the slightest.But such reflectionandchoice canhappen someof the time, and
especially at important times. It is especially likely in societies with unsettled
political and economic orders – and all post-communist societies still fall
into this category (even allowing for the substantial differences between a
Hungary or Slovenia at one end of the spectrum and an Albania or Serbia
at the other). Moreover, it can be argued that one characteristic of today’s
world is that traditions, established authority, and discourses are questioned
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as they never have been before. Social theorists such as Ulrich Beck and
AnthonyGiddens (Beck, 1992; Beck,Giddens, andLash, 1994)describe such
developments under the headings of “detraditionalization” and “reflexive
modernization.”Reflexivemodernization is developmentbecomeconscious
of itself. Modernization was once thought of in terms of a path on which
all societies were embarked; choice came only in whether to move or stand
still, to walk faster or slower, and to go via the route marked democracy
or via the one labeled dictatorship. Reflexive modernization questions the
destination of the path, and is ready to question and even reject aspects of
its content – for example, risks associated with biotechnology or chemical
pollution.
While our intent here is not to demonstrate that these concepts work

as empirical accounts of contemporary post-communist societies in par-
ticular, notions of reflexive modernization and detraditionalization help
provide a context for our inquiry, because we believe that democratic de-
velopment should proceed in reflexive fashion; indeed, that this is a large
part of what makes it democratic. To the extent this can happen, the ra-
tional choice theorists, neoinstitutional macro-sociologists, development
theorists, and economic determinists we mentioned earlier provide partial
and so ultimately unsatisfactory accounts of democratization and its pos-
sibilities. This is not the same as saying that they are devoid of insight or
completely wrong, but merely that they highlight the influence of necessity
and so miss the influence of freedom in democratic innovation (for a cri-
tique of development theorists who imply that there are no choices to be
made, see Di Palma, 1990). Here we seek to redress the balance in favor of
freedom. (For an attempt to work out the balance of freedom and neces-
sity in democratic innovation in developed liberal democracies, see Dryzek,
1996a.)
Like all political theories, theories of democracy necessarily rest on as-

sumptions about the dispositions and capabilities of the persons who will
make up any political order.Many democratic theorists have sought univer-
sal applicability, and so have made assumptions about the essence of what it
means to be a human being: be it the liberal’s model of an individual capa-
ble of exercising choice, the republican’s model of individuals who can find
fulfillment only in public life, the public choice theorist’s homo economicus,
the conservative’s model of ordinary people driven mostly by passion and
prejudice rather than by reason, the feminist’s model of a nurturing and
connected (female) person, or the Marxist’s model of new socialist person.
We prefer to treat such matters of disposition and capability as contingent
onparticular times andplaces – hence as questions to be studied empirically,
rather than stipulated theoretically. Thus our inquiries are grounded in the
way people in post-communist societies think about themselves, about
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politics and democracy, and about how they and others can (or cannot)
engage in political action.
We have argued in this chapter against several existing determinisms. We

are happy to report that a number of analysts had by the late 1990s begun to
reassess their earlier positions (compare for example the tone of Jones, 1993,
1997, and2000, as changes inGeorgia ledhimtomoreoptimisticprognoses).
But we are not only concerned about arguments in the scholarly literature.
Precisely because, as democrats ourselves, we are interested inwhat ordinary
citizens believe and do, we are concerned about images created in the mass
media, which often have far more influence on public attitudes than do
scholarly analyses. Unfortunately, while stereotyping (particularly cultural
determinism) appears to be on the wane among scholars, this cannot be
said so readily of the mass media. It would take at least another full-scale
project systematically to analyze the presentation of our thirteen countries
in theWestern mass media. We believe that many readers will recognize the
stereotyping to which we refer (andwe do cite various examples throughout
the book). Still, our primary objective is not to discredit the analyses of
others, but rather the constructive one of presenting an alternative way of
looking at democracy and democratization.
Before turning toourcountry studies,weneed to saya little aboutmethod-

ology: specifically, how we have utilized Q methodology and political dis-
course analysis in producing the map of discourses of democracy for each
country. Thismethodological discussion constitutes chapter 2; readersmore
interested in the substance of what we have found and what we have to say
about discourses of democracy and democratization in post-communist
societies may be forgiven for passing lightly over chapter 2.



9

Georgia

Georgia issued one of the first challenges to the integrity of the Soviet Union
in the Gorbachev era. By 1988 there were clear signs that this small (popula-
tion c. 5.5 million) Transcaucasian state could soon demand independence.
Many Georgians saw their situation as similar to that of the Baltic states –
viz. that they had been forcibly annexed by the Soviets, albeit much earlier
(1921). Georgia declared its independence in April 1991, earlier than most
former Soviet republics.
But breaking the ties with the Soviet Union proved problematic. Russia

was unhappy about this. Georgians themselves were deeply divided about
the type of country they wanted, as symbolized by divided attitudes to-
ward the most famous Georgian of the twentieth century, Djugashvili –
known to the world as Stalin. Here was yet another country with identity
problems that complicated the transition to post-communism.1

Before, during, and immediately after the collapse of the Soviet Union,
Georgia was visited by most of the horrors that could afflict a post-
communist society. Georgia was an ethnically diverse state, with relatively
small but geographically concentrated minorities: Abkhazians in Abkhazia,
Ossetians in South Ossetia, Armenians in the south, Azeris in the southeast.
Such concentrations can lead to autonomist, secessionist, or irredentist
demands. Some 70 percent of the population was ethnically Georgian. The
impending collapse of the Soviet Union was heralded by the rise of ex-
treme authoritarian nationalism inGeorgia. TheRoundTable–FreeGeorgia
coalition that won the October 1990 election under the leadership of

1 Compoundedperhaps by folkmemories of a geographicallymuch larger andmore powerful
Georgia (especially in the eleventh and twelfth centuries).

147
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ZviadGamsakhurdia did so on a platform that seemed fairly liberal in terms
of human rights, the rule of law, and freedom of the press and association
(see Nelson and Amonashvili, 1992). Yet liberalization on the surface was
accompanied by crude attempts to impose a Georgian identity on the state,
and suppression of national minorities to the point of population transfer
(elsewhere called ethnic cleansing – see Bell-Fialkoff, 1993). Not surpris-
ingly, war broke out in Abkhazia in 1993, where Russian support eventually
secured a rebel victory. South Ossetia too became effectively independent
under Russian protection.
Gamsakhurdia appeared to have wide popular support. In the May 1991

election for the presidency, he received 87 percent of the vote – a remarkable
proportion in a fair (but not entirely free, given attacks on the opposition)
election. But his opponents were with some justification soon calling him
a fascist dictator. By January 1992, Gamsakhurdia had been ousted, over-
thrown after fighting in Tbilisi and other cities, in which his opponents
were supported by the military. The military leadership then, in March
1992, invited Eduard Shevardnadze, former Soviet foreign minister and
noted advocate of glasnost and perestroika, to assume the leadership of the
state council. Though a senior communist, Shevardnadze when Georgia’s
first secretary (1972–85) had acquired a reputation as a relatively fair and
tolerant leader; his closeness to Gorbachev and good standing withWestern
governmentsenhanced this image.Withsome irony, the farmoredemocratic
Shevardnadze therefore succeeded the popular and elected Gamsakhurdia
as a result of the use of force.
Civil war continued into 1993,withGamsakhurdia continuing to claimhe

was Georgia’s rightful leader. He died in January 1994, probably by his own
hand, and the situation began to stabilize somewhat. However, elements of
traditional “warlordism” and continued support for Gamsakhurdist ideas
undermined the power and authority of the Shevardnadze regime.
Thus early post-communist Georgia featured ethnic warfare, traditional

clanism, secession, a refugee problem, the interference of a great power
(Russia), civil war, assassination, rising crime, economic collapse, and au-
thoritarian populism. A form of economic shock therapy was introduced
in late 1994, but this proved more shocking than therapeutic, and Georgia’s
economic path too looked rocky.
With the adoption of a new constitution in 1995, which proclaimed

Georgia a presidential republic, it looked quite possible that the country
was set to become a dictatorship. But since some Georgians were also criti-
cizing Shevardnadze for conceding toomuch to the Russians over territorial
integrity, the country looked likely to be a troubled dictatorship.2 None of

2 Georgia was the last country to join the Commonwealth of Independent States. While
Shevardnadze hoped for economic and strategic advantages, many Georgians believed that
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this augured well for the prospects for liberalization, effective economic
reform, or democratization, and it is hardly surprising that so many ob-
servers dismissed Georgia’s democratic prospects.
Nor was it possible to dig more deeply into Georgia’s history to recover

foundationsuponwhich contemporarydemocrats couldbuild.The country
had been under Russian control almost continuously since the beginning of
the nineteenth century, having been a sovereign republic only in 1918–21.3

A brief experiment in democracy at that stagewas cut short by the RedArmy
and forcible incorporation into what was soon to become the Soviet Union.
However, as Georgian scholar Ghia Nodia (1995) argues, Georgians could
still relate to democracy by seeing it as the system adopted by Europeans.
As members of a country that had adopted Christianity in the fourth
century and had spent centuries fighting off Islam, many Georgians saw
affinity with the West. This self-image had been strengthened during the
nineteenth century by the writer Ilia Chavchavadze. But the West was in
fact a long way away; this, plus decades of Soviet censorship, meant that
Georgian understanding of Western conceptions of democracy remained
extremely underdeveloped. (Standardworks in English onGeorgian history
and identity include Lang, 1962 and Suny, 1989.)
Given this background, one would not perhaps expect a great deal of

Georgiandiscoursesofdemocracy.Yetourpossibly surprising results suggest
that Georgia is not necessarily doomed to a recurrence of its miserable
experiences in the early post-communist years. Our individual interviews
were carried out in mid-1997, by which time Georgia’s various political
conflicts were much reduced in intensity, though economically the country
remained in dire straits, with signs of only a very limited turnaround.

Georgian discourses of authority and democracy

Factor analysis of our individual Q sorts produced three discourses, which
we label Democratic Enthusiasm, Presidential Statism, and Firm Constitu-
tionalism. (In the narratives, numbers in parentheses refer to the statements
from the first table.)

Georgia factor A: Democratic Enthusiasm

We are moving toward real democracy in Georgia (11, 57), and we do not have
to wait for economic development to do this (8, 9). Democracy means the rule

joining was a high price to pay for a country that had only just managed to shake off the
Russian yoke.

3 Many Georgians in the early nineteenth century were apparently ambivalent about coming
under Russian control; at least Russia was a powerful, Orthodox country that could protect
them against the neighboring Islamic countries they had been fighting for centuries.
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Table 9.1. Statement scores on three factors for Georgia

Factor A is Democratic Enthusiasm.
Factor B is Presidential Statism.
Factor C is Firm Constitutionalism.

Factor

Statement A B C

1 Democracy is the supremacy of law. +4 −3 +6
2 Democracy implies the protection of human rights. +2 +4 −1
3 There is no answer to the question “what is democracy?” −1 −3 −6
4 Democracy is the government of the majority. −1 +5 −4
5 There is no absolute democracy. −1 −5 +4
6 Democracy is the most difficult model of society. −3 0 −2
7 Democracy is understood in different ways by the
representatives of different religions.

−1 −1 −4

8 At this stage of transition we cannot expect more
democracy.

−5 −5 +2

9 In a hungry society democracy is meaningless. −4 +2 0
10 Democratic principles are less implemented in rural areas. −6 −2 −2
11 We are far from a real democracy. −5 −4 +3
12 The still undeveloped political party system is an obstacle

for the development of democracy in Georgia.
−3 +2 0

13 Democracy needs to exist in the genetic makeup of
the nation.

−3 −6 −5

14 Democratic principles should be taught from childhood. +4 −3 0
15 An independent court, not influenced by the government,

should exist in a democracy.
−2 +6 +5

16 Democracy should not be transformed anarchy. −2 +1 +1
17 Democracy is the supremacy of law. −2 +1 +3
18 Democracy is freedom of the mass media. +4 0 −2
19 Democracy is not the aim of but the means for

establishment of the state governed by the rule of law.
−2 +1 0

20 Democracy is the expression of the people’s will by elections. +5 −4 +1
21 The initial stage of democracy requires dictatorship, as

in the case of Chile.
−1 −3 −5

22 Financial groups are dependent on the government. +1 +4 −3
23 The public lacks the knowledge of laws. −2 +1 0
24 People have no possibility to protect and exercise their rights. 0 +3 +1
25 There are some threats that the presidential system in

Georgia will be transformed into authoritarian rule.
+2 −6 −1

26 Parliament is one of the islands of democracy in comparison
with other state institutions.

−6 −4 −1

27 Free elections of the president and parliament are one of the
main guarantees of democracy in Georgia.

0 +2 +3
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Table 9.1. (cont.)

Factor

Statement A B C

28 The newly established Constitutional Court should
promote the protection of human rights and the
establishment of legal order.

0 +3 +5

29 People should be ready for democracy. +1 −3 +2
30 The government should be controlled by the people. +1 −2 −2
31 The will of the people should be reflected in the

constitution.
+2 +1 +3

32 National minorities should feel themselves to be equal
citizens of Georgia.

0 −1 +2

33 Democracy means nonviolence. +6 +1 +4
34 Democracy means respect for the opinions of others. +1 +2 0
35 One of the basic principles of democracy is trust of the state. −3 +3 −3
36 Democracy means responsible mass media. −1 +3 0
37 Government officials speak and act in different ways. +1 −2 −4
38 People from the communist period are accustomed

to violating laws.
−4 +2 −2

39 It is difficult to change the mentality of the older
generation.

0 0 −3

40 Political parties act just for their own interests. −3 +5 +1
41 A large part of the political elite remained the same,

with the same communist mentality.
−2 0 −3

42 It is inadmissible to force the implementation of
democracy.

0 0 +4

43 The communist legacy still accompanies not only
the government but also the whole society.

−1 +2 −5

44 Ethnic conflicts create great obstacles for the development
of democracy.

+3 −1 +3

45 Government should promote the establishment of
democratic institutions.

+1 +4 +2

46 First of all the state itself should protect the laws. +5 +6 +1
47 The transition should first of all take place in the mind

of the people.
+3 −4 0

48 The anti-corruption campaign should be started from
the highest level of officials.

+3 0 +1

49 Democracy means equality before the law. +3 −1 +6
50 Democracy means a plural society. +1 +1 −1
51 Democracy means the protection of minorities. 0 +4 −1
52 Democracy requires the development of a civil society. 0 −2 −1
53 Free mass media (especially television) require a strong

economic base.
+2 −1 +1
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Table 9.1. (cont.)

Factor

Statement A B C

54 Democracy and morality are indivisible. +5 −1 −2
55 Democracy requires the development of the

nongovernmental sector.
+4 −2 +1

56 Democracy is dependent on normal functioning of a
judicial system.

+2 +5 +5

57 Democracy is a sham, in which the clever minority cheats
the less clever majority.

−5 +1 −3

58 Democracy is not accessible for poor people. −4 −1 −6
59 Democracy is the primary tool for preventing the use of

force against those who think differently.
+3 −1 +2

60 Democracy is the reevaluation of our past. −4 0 +4
61 There should be no authoritarian rule of government. +6 −5 +2
62 For democracy it is necessary to implement the principle

of checks and balances.
−1 +3 −4

63 Human rights should prevail over the state’s rights. +2 −2 −1
64 Democracy should prevent the tyranny of the majority. +1 0 −1

of law, equality before the law, respect for human rights, free media, elections,
and peaceful resolution of conflicts among those who think differently (1, 2, 18,
20, 33, 46, 49, 59, 63). Democracy and morality are indivisible (54). There is no
place here for authoritarian government (61). There remains much to be done:
we need to develop a strong nongovernmental sector (55), root out corruption
(48), and convince people of the desirability of democracy (14, 47). And there are
somedangers: the presidential system could lead to authoritarianism, parliament
is not very democratic (25, 26), and democracy is threatened by ethnic conflict
and nationalism (13, 44). Still, everyone has access to democracy in all parts of
the country (10, 58), we have removed the communist mentality from the elite
and ordinary people (38, 41), and the party system seems to be working (12).

OurfirstGeorgiandiscourse,DemocraticEnthusiasm,definesdemocracy
in fairly conventional liberal terms; and, recent history notwithstanding,
believes that such a liberal democracy could indeed be pursued in Georgia –
if not easily achieved. This discourse is not naive; it is alive to the threats
that ethnic conflict, corruption, and the degree of centralization of political
power in the hands of the presidency pose to democracy. It is noteworthy
that this discourse couldmaintain its optimism about democracy in light of
all that Georgia has experienced. On the other hand, those experiences do
not have to be interpreted as failures of democracy as such. They can be seen
as resulting from failure to move properly in the direction of constitutional



Table 9.2. Subject loadings on factors for Georgia

Factor

Subject A B C

1 M, engineer, not a party member 69∗ 20 31
2 M, bank manager, not a party member 63∗ 18 25
3 F, accountant, not a party member 70∗ 11 13
4 M, worker, not a party member 58∗ 23 33∗
5 M, driver, not a party member 50∗ −18 26
6 M, historian, not a party member 53∗ 16 19
7 F, student, not a party member 25 32∗ 40∗
8 M, engineer, member of government party 31 29 4
9 F, peasant, not a party member 34∗ 24 19
10 F, doctor, not a party member 76∗ −2 18
11 F, unemployed, not a party member 83∗ −2 18
12 M, student, not a party member 81∗ −7 21
13 M, student, opposition party member 83∗ 0 18
14 M, driver, not a party member 79∗ −4 12
15 M, computer engineer, not a party member 86∗ 0 16
16 M, lawyer, opposition party member 86∗ 5 14
17 F, teacher, not a party member 52∗ 13 5
18 F, worker, not a party member 38∗ 36∗ 37∗
19 M, businessperson, not a party member 51∗ 16 29
20 M, student, not a party member 25 34∗ 18
21 F, teacher, not a party member 36∗ 21 5
22 M, engineer, not a party member −15 60∗ 3
23 M, mathematician, not a party member −8 57∗ 8
24 M, doctor, member of government party 35∗ 26 55∗
25 M, businessperson, opposition party member 45∗ 10 45∗
26 M, state lawyer, not a party member 24 9 33∗
27 M, private lawyer, not a party member 3 53∗ 30
28 F, philosopher, not a party member 58∗ 4 25
29 M, student, not a party member 45∗ 8 41∗
30 F, engineer, not a party member 14 31 38∗
31 M, economist, opposition party member 8 17 15
32 M, peasant, not a party member 16 52∗ 56∗
33 M, unemployed, not a party member 58∗ −8 1
34 M, businessperson, not a party member 7 51∗ 10
35 M, secretary in state office, member of

government party
−7 61∗ 0

36 F, state lawyer, not a party member 16 36∗ 39∗
37 F, engineer, opposition party member 24 42∗ 44∗
38 M, unemployed, not a party member 1 32∗ 14
39 M, peasant, not a party member −1 34∗ 9
40 M, teacher, not a party member 17 36∗ 42∗

∗Denotes a loading significant at the .01 level.
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government and peaceful conflict resolution, as when a freely elected
president pursued authoritarian, populist, and aggressively nationalistic
policies.

Georgia factor B: Presidential Statism

Democracy requires first and foremost a strong presidency that embodies the
will of themajority (4, 25), along with the protection of human rights (including
minority rights) through an independent court system (2, 15, 28, 51, 56). The
state itself needs to be strong and authoritative, to promote this system actively
(45, 46, 61); there is no conflict between a strong state and human rights (63).
So true democracy in this sense is now attainable, and we can move toward it
(5, 8, 11). We do not have to wait for the principles to become established first
of all in the mind of the people (47). Once this kind of authority is established,
people should trust the state and the mass media should not cause too much
trouble (35, 36). Elections are not so important for expression of the people’s
will, and parliament is not an effective democratic institution (20, 26). Our
political parties are selfish and an obstacle to democracy (12, 40). People are now
ready for democracy, though there are some problems: those with experience
of communism are accustomed to violating laws (38), and people need greater
opportunity to exercise their rights (24).

During the 1990s, center stage in Georgian politics was dominated by
two powerful figures, Gamsakhurdia and Shevardnadze. For all their dif-
ferences, both presided over regimes that emphasized their own individual
dominance. Shevardnadze was, formally, first leader of the state council,
then chair of parliament, then prime minister, then president. Our second
Georgian discourse, Presidential Statism, treats this dominance as a proper
state of affairs. The president, representing themajority, should be supreme.
Parliament and parties are treated with scorn; they should yield before pres-
idential power. Beyond this emphasis on presidential power, this discourse
appears at first sight to contain a number of contradictions, or at least un-
easy juxtapositions. A commitment to checks and balances sits uneasily
with acceptance of authoritarian rule. Democracy is seen as involving pro-
tection of human rights, in part through an independent court system, but
there is no recognition of the need for the supremacy of law, and human
rights are likely to fare poorly in the face of the kind of authoritarian state
favored by this discourse. This contradiction might be resolved if human
rights are treated as entitlements to goods, rather than the standard liberal
notion of protections against government and against others. But it is not
hard to see how such a discourse could be drawn upon to legitimate au-
thoritarian rule, despite the fact that it does not explicitly favor dictatorial
government.
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Georgia factor C: Firm Constitutionalism

We can answer the question of what democracy means, and we should move
toward it (3, 29, 57). In a democratic society, everyone is equal before the law,
which is why a well-functioning and independent judicial system is essential
(15, 49, 56), so that conflicts can be resolved without violence (33). Democracy
is for everyone, rich and poor alike (7, 10, 58). The establishment of a legal order
is the basis of democracy, and the constitutional court can promote that (1, 28).
Democracy is based on a strong constitution reflecting the will of the people,
so there is no need for checks and balances (17, 31, 62). This is not the same as
majority rule,which is not an essential feature of democracy (4). Free elections do
have a role to play (27), but they are not as important as the rule of law and strong
constitution. In Georgia we are a long way from true democracy, but realistically
we cannot expect more democracy at this stage of our transition (5, 8, 11). This
does not mean the transition should be authoritarian, for democracy cannot be
forced upon people (21, 42, 61). We have all put communism and its mentality
safely behind us (38, 39, 41, 43, 60), though now ethnic conflicts cause problems
for the development of democracy (44). Today we can usually trust government
officials to be honest with us, though we should not place unconditional trust in
the benevolence of the state and its officials (35, 37).

Firm Constitutionalism shares Presidential Statism’s hostility to parlia-
ment and parties, but not its enthusiasm for centralizing power in the hands
of the executive. Rather, as our name for it implies, firm authority is to be
vested in the impersonal hands of a constitution, administered by the courts.
There is no sympathy for the idea of checks and balances between different
components of government. But this emphasis on legalism and the courts
is not for the sake of human rights, about which this discourse cares little.
Rather, it is for the sake of social order. This is a very legalistic viewof democ-
racy, which emphasizes the rule of law above all else – including elections,
which are not seen as central to democracy. Firm Constitutionalism can be
understood as a reaction against the lawlessness (on the part even of demo-
cratically elected leaders) that pervadedGeorgia and its politics in the 1990s.
A negative reading of our second and third discourses would see each of

them as searching desperately for a source of order in a chaotic world: the
second finds that source in a strong presidency, the third in a strong legal
system. Both reveal little faith in the ordinary give-and-take of politics; one
can see how both might in the end legitimate authoritarian government.
A more positive reading of these two discourses would point out that nei-
ther represents unreconstructed authoritarianism of the sort found in some
of the other countries we have studied. Neither is really disaffected from
the post-communist status quo, neither seeks a return to the order of the
communist years, and both seek to make the best of the present while
retaining an in-principle commitment to democracy.
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Democratic prospects and problems in Georgia

Any dangers associated with the second and third discourses notwithstand-
ing, the overall pattern that emerges from these three discourses in many
ways beliesGeorgia’s disastrous experiences in the early tomid-1990s.Oddly
enough, though, this pattern is in someways quite consistent with Georgia’s
post-communist history. Gamsakhurdia and his opponents alike resorted
to extraconstitutional and sometimes violent means to pursue their ends.
But at the same time they espoused platforms – and when in office pur-
sued policies – that had distinctly liberal democratic components. So in
Gamsakhurdia’s case, even as he was consolidating presidential power, im-
posing aGeorgian ethnic identity on the state, oppressing even his ethnically
Georgian opponents, and feeding propaganda to themedia, his government
was also passing laws to set up an independent judiciary, guarantee freedoms
of the press and of association, and give parliament the right to scrutinize
executive actions (Jones, 1997, pp. 515–16). His successor, Shevardnadze,
represents a somewhat different mix of undoubted democratic commit-
ments and occasional (perhaps reluctant) resort to extralegal powers and
actions.
In the concluding discussions of both Russia and Armenia we argued

that the key to post-communist democratization in countries lacking an
active civil society, democratic practice, and supportive discourses could
lie through stronger state leadership committed to democratic principles.
In this light, does not Eduard Shevardnadze represent exactly the kind of
figure that is needed? And do not Georgia’s second and third discourses,
with their desire for a strong and uncorrupted state, represent exactly the
kind of discourses that could support this route to democracy?
There is no doubting Shevardnadze’s personal democratic commitments.

If his leadership has not (yet) produced the kinds of results that might be
envisaged in such a route – though there were positive movements in this
direction in the late 1990s – it should be remembered that this route also
requires a strong state capable of formulating and implementing laws and
policies, not just a strong leader. This is perhaps what Georgia still lacks.
However, given its disastrous post-communist beginnings, continuing eth-
nic conflicts, and persistent economic slump (compounded by the effects
of the 1998 Russian economic crisis and a severe drought in 2000), Georgia
under Shevardnadze has in many ways overperformed when it comes to
democratic transition – and our discourses reflect this. Our findings are
in line with those of, for example, Stephen Jones’s recent assessment, con-
siderably more upbeat than his own earlier analyses (cf. Jones, 1993 and
Jones, 2000; for another positive evaluation see Halbach, 1997). One of the
main reasons for Jones’s revised assessment is that there are clear signs of
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a nascent civil society, even though the new nongovernmental organiza-
tions and “embryonic” pressure groups remain weak, both organizationally
and financially.4 If Georgia were to witness a simultaneous strengthening of
both the state (one committed to democracy) and civil society, its demo-
cratic future would look very encouraging.
Beyond desires for a strong and uncorrupted state, the three dis-

courses provide some further resources for those interested in Georgian
democratization – most straightforwardly, in the Democratic Enthusiasm
of the first discourse. There is little support in any of them for the kind
of ethnic nationalism that produced catastrophic results for Georgia in the
early 1990s – and which has been largely repudiated by the Shevardnadze
regime, though that regime has tried to retain the unity of theGeorgian state
in the face of regional rebellion. None of them explicitly favors authoritari-
anism, even though authoritarian possibilities lurk in the second and third
discourses.
Come 2000, the Georgian electorate continued to give strong support

to Shevardnadze’s form of democratization, though the economic situa-
tion remained dire. In the October 1999 elections, the “presidential” party
(Citizens’ Union of Georgia) secured 42 percent of the votes and 130 of the
227 seats actually filled in the unicameral parliament (an improvement on
their performance in the November 1995 elections). The “Gamsakhurdist”
All-Georgian Union for Revival trailed with 25 percent of the vote.
Shevardnadze was reelected president for a second term in April 2000,
on an anti-corruption ticket, with a support level of nearly 80 percent of
votes cast.Georgianpoliticswas stabilizing, and its leaderwashighlypopular
without being a dictator (in contrast to Lukashenka in Belarus). Moreover,
while the relationship with Abkhazia had still not been resolved, it was in a
relatively peaceful condition.
Unfortunately, though, none of the discourses seems to recognize the

need for a flourishing civil society as an aspect of democratic government,
Jones’s recent findings notwithstanding. In short, Georgia’s constellation
of discourses is amenable to both positive and negative readings – just
like Georgia’s own political prospects. It would be naive to consider the
country’s short- to medium-term democratization prospects with more
than cautious optimism. Georgia could become, if not quite the Switzerland
of the Caucasus, a society that moves in a more peaceful and constitutional
direction; but the experience of the early 1990s shows the availability of
some grim alternatives, against which these discourses of democracy do not
provide complete protection.

4 Anotherpositivedevelopmentmentionedby Jones (2000, p. 73) is the reformof the judiciary
that began in 1997.
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For those who believe in liberal democracy, it is sobering to review the events of the past quarter-century. 
Twenty-five years ago, liberal democracy was on the march. The Berlin Wall had fallen; the Soviet Union 
had collapsed; new democracies were emerging throughout Europe, and Russia seemed to be in transition 
as well. South Africa’s apartheid regime was tottering. Even though China’s government had brutally 
repressed a democracy movement, it was possible to believe that a more educated and prosperous Chinese 
middle class would eventually (and irresistibly) demand democratic reforms. Liberal democracy had 
triumphed, it seemed, not only in practice but also in principle. It was the only legitimate form of 
government. There was no alternative. 

Today, the global scene is very different. Liberal democracy faces multiple external challenges—from 
ethnonational autocracies, from regimes claiming to be based on God’s word rather than the will of the 
people, from the success of strong-handed meritocracy in places such as Singapore, and, not least, from the 
astonishing economic accomplishments of China’s market-Leninist system. 

But there is also an internal challenge to liberal democracy—a challenge from populists who seek to drive 
a wedge between democracy and liberalism. Liberal norms and policies, they claim, weaken democracy 
and harm the people. Thus, liberal institutions that prevent the people from acting democratically in their 
own interest should be set aside. It is this challenge on which I wish to focus. [End Page 5] 

The Seymour Martin Lipset Lecture 
on Democracy in the World 
William A. Galston delivered the fourteenth annual Seymour Martin Lipset Lecture on Democracy in the 
World on 29 November 2017 at the Canadian Embassy in Washington, D.C., and on 18 January 2018 at the 
Munk School of Global Affairs at the University of Toronto. The title of his lecture was “The Populist 



Challenge to Liberal Democracy.” 
  

Seymour Martin Lipset, who passed away at the end of 2006, was one of the most influential social 
scientists and scholars of democracy of the past half-century. A frequent contributor to the Journal of 
Democracy and a founding member of its Editorial Board, Lipset taught at Columbia, the University of 
California–Berkeley, Harvard, Stanford, and George Mason University. He was the author of numerous 
important books, including Political Man, The First New Nation, The Politics of Unreason, and American 
Exceptionalism: A Double-Edged Sword. He was the only person ever to have served as president of both 
the American Political Science Association (1979–80) and the American Sociological Association (1992–
93). 
  

Lipset’s work covered a wide range of topics: the social conditions of democracy, including economic 
development and political culture; the origins of socialism, fascism, revolution, protest, prejudice, and 
extremism; class conflict, structure, and mobility; social cleavages, party systems, and voter alignments; 
and public opinion and public confidence in institutions. Lipset was a pioneer in the study of comparative 
politics, and no comparison featured as prominently in his work as that between the two great democracies 
of North America. Thanks to his insightful analysis of Canada in comparison with the United States, most 
fully elaborated in Continental Divide (1990), he has been dubbed the “Tocqueville of Canada.” 
  

The Lipset Lecture is cosponsored by the National Endowment for Democracy and the Munk School, with 
financial support this year from Johns Hopkins University Press, the Schar School of Policy and 
Government at George Mason University, the Canadian Embassy in Washington, and the Canadian Donner 
Foundation. To view videos of the Lipset Lecture from this and past years, please 
visit www.ned.org/events/seymour-martin-lipset-lecture-series. 

Across Europe and North America, long-established political arrangements are facing a revolt. Its 
milestones have included the Brexit vote; the 2016 U.S. election; the doubling of support for France’s 
National Front; the rise of the antiestablishment Five Star Movement in Italy; the entrance of the far-right 
Alternative for Germany into the Bundestag; moves by traditional right-leaning parties toward the 
policies [End Page 6] of the far-right in order to secure victories in the March 2017 Dutch and October 
2017 Austrian parliamentary elections; the outright victory of the populist ANO party in the Czech 
Republic’s October 2017 parliamentary elections; and most troubling, the entrenchment in Hungary of 
Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s self-styled “illiberal democracy,” which seems to be emerging as a template 
for Poland’s governing Law and Justice party and—some scholars believe—for insurgent parties in 
Western Europe as well. This revolt threatens the assumptions that shaped liberal democracy’s forward 
march in the 1990s and that continue to guide mainstream politicians and policy makers of the center-left 
and center-right. 

When I began writing about this emerging revolt a few years ago, I believed that economics lay at its core. 
Contemporary liberal democracy, I argued, rested on a tacit compact between peoples on the one hand and 
elected representatives together with unelected experts on the other. The people would defer to elites as 
long as they delivered sustained prosperity and steadily improving living standards. But if elites stopped 
managing the economy effectively, all bets were off. 

This compact began to weaken with growing competition from developing nations, which put pressure on 
policies designed to protect the citizens of advanced democracies against labor-market risks. The erosion of 
the manufacturing sector and the urbanization of opportunity—the shift of economic dynamism away from 
smaller communities and rural areas toward a handful of metropolitan centers—destabilized geographic 
regions and political structures. Inequality rose. A globalized economy, it turned out, served the interests of 
most people in developing countries and elites in advanced countries—but not the interests of the working 



and middle classes in the developed economies, which had done so well in the three decades after World 
War II. 

Against this backdrop, the Great Recession that began in late 2007 represented a colossal failure of 
economic stewardship, and political leaders’ inability to restore vigorous growth compounded the felony. 
As economies struggled and unemployment persisted, the groups and regions that failed to rebound lost 
confidence in mainstream parties and established institutions, fueling the populist upsurge that has upended 
U.S. politics, threatens the European Union, and endangers liberal governance itself in several of the newer 
democracies. 

In recent years, however, I have come to believe that this is only a portion of the truth. A structural 
explanation that places economics at the base and treats other issues as derivative distorts a more complex 
reality. 

The United States, the United Kingdom, and the European Union all failed to deal with waves of 
immigration in ways that commanded public support. Not only did immigrants compete with longtime 
inhabitants for jobs and social services, they were also seen as threatening established [End Page 
7] cultural norms and public safety. Postelection analyses show that concerns about immigration largely 
drove the Brexit referendum, the 2016 U.S. presidential election, and the gains of far-right parties across 
Europe. 

In government, the media, and major metropolitan areas, technological change has spurred the growth and 
consolidation of an education-based meritocracy, giving rise to new class divisions. For citizens with less 
formal education, particularly those in rural areas and smaller towns, the dominance of this new elite has 
led to feelings of marginalization. Too often, individuals who have prospered in this meritocracy are seen 
as harboring a sense of superiority to their fellow citizens. Denying the equal dignity and worth of others is 
self-defeating: Insult does even more than injury to fuel resentment, one of the most dangerous of all 
political passions. 

With these developments, divisions among citizens based on geography, formal-education levels, and value 
systems are growing sharper. Supporters of dynamism and diversity increasingly clash with proponents of 
stability and homogeneity, beneficiaries of technological change with those harmed by the resulting 
economic shifts. As the British analyst David Goodhart vividly puts it, democratic citizenries are being 
divided into “Anywheres” (individuals whose identities are professional and who can use their skills in 
many places, at home and abroad) and “Somewheres” (individuals whose identities are tightly bound to 
particular places).1 A college degree, it turns out, not only expands economic opportunities but also 
reshapes an individual’s entire outlook. 

As I wrote in these pages in April 2017, “elites’ preference for open societies is running up against growing 
public demands for . . . economic, cultural, and political closure.”2 All too often, liberal democracy is 
conflated with the spread of a cultural liberalism at odds with custom and religion. The combination of 
economic dislocation, demographic change, and challenges to traditional values has left many less educated 
citizens feeling that their lives are outside their control. The national and international governing 
institutions they thought would step in to help seemed frozen or indifferent. In the United States, partisan 
polarization gridlocked the system, preventing progress on critical issues. In Europe, the opposite 
phenomenon—a duopoly of the center-left and center-right that kept important issues off the public 
agenda—had much the same effect. 

In light of this apparent inability to address mounting problems, governments across the West face growing 
public ire. Many citizens, their confidence in the future shaken, long instead for an imagined past that 
insurgent politicians have promised to restore. As popular demand for strong leaders grows, rising political 
actors are beginning to question key liberal-democratic principles such as the rule of law, freedom of 
the [End Page 8] press, and minority rights. The door seems to be opening for a return to forms of 
authoritarianism written off by many as relics of the past. 



What Is Liberal Democracy? 
To clarify what these developments may mean for liberal democracy, it is helpful to distinguish among four 
concepts—the republican principle, democracy, constitutionalism, and liberalism. 

By the republican principle I mean popular sovereignty. The people, this principle holds, are the sole 
source of legitimacy, and only they can rightly authorize forms of government. This idea is at the heart of 
the most American of all documents, the Declaration of Independence, which famously asserts, 
“Governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 
governed.”3 Consistent with the Declaration, James Madison wrote: “We may define a republic to be . . . a 
government which derives all its powers directly or indirectly from the great body of the people.”4 

Democracy, at the most basic level, requires both the equality of all citizens and broadly inclusive 
citizenship. A society in which all citizens are equal but only 10 percent of all adults are citizens would not, 
today, count as a democracy. Together with equal and inclusive citizenship, the other key pillar of 
democratic governance is majority rule. This means, first, that public decisions are made by popular 
majorities of citizens whose votes all count equally; and second, that democratic decision making extends 
to a maximally wide range of public matters. Majoritarianism is limited only by the imperative of 
preserving the liberties and powers—freedom of speech, assembly, and the press, among others—that 
citizens need to influence public decisions. 

In this conception of democracy unmodified by any adjective, there is nothing essentially undemocratic 
about majoritarian decisions that systematically disadvantage specific individuals and groups or invade 
privacy rights. If it wishes, a democratic public may embrace the maxim that it is better for ten guilty 
individuals to go free than for one innocent individual to be found guilty—but it is no less democratic if it 
adopts the opposite view. Nor is it undemocratic per se to conduct judicial proceedings in the same manner 
as legislative affairs. The Athenian assembly that condemned Socrates may have been wrong, but it was 
fully democratic. 

The third concept, constitutionalism, denotes a basic, enduring structure of formal institutional power, 
typically but not always codified in writing. This codified structure is “basic” in that it provides the basis 
for the conduct of public life. And it is “enduring” because it typically includes some mechanism that 
makes it harder to change the structure itself than to amend or reverse decisions made within it. 

In addition to organizing power, constitutions also establish boundaries [End Page 9] for the institutions 
that wield it. These limits can be horizontal, like the familiar “separation of powers” and “checks and 
balances.” They can also be vertical: Through federalism, public power is divided among different levels of 
jurisdiction (national, regional, and so forth). These limits need not constrain public power in the aggregate. 
If the national government has limited police powers but subordinate jurisdictions are free to regulate what 
the national government may not, then in principle there is nothing beyond government’s reach. This is 
why the decision to limit public power in all its aspects marks the line between constitutionalism in general 
and the specific type of constitutionalism we call liberal. 

This bring us to the fourth and final concept: liberalism. Benjamin Constant famously distinguished 
between the “liberty of the ancients” and the “liberty of the moderns.” For the ancients, liberty entailed 
“active participation in collective power”—that is, in direct self-government. The sheer size of modern 
political communities, however, makes this impossible, even for those communities founded on republican 
principles. One might conclude, then, that the liberty of the moderns consists in the selection of 
representatives through free and fair elections in which all may participate on equal terms. But this is only 
part of the story. In fact, Constant presents the “peaceful enjoyment of individual independence” as the 
modern alternative to direct participation in government.5 The exclusion of most citizens, most of the time, 
from direct self-government opens up a large sphere of nonpolitical life—economic, social, cultural, and 
religious—that citizens expect to conduct on their own terms. 



We have now reached the core idea of liberalism: recognizing and protecting a sphere beyond the rightful 
reach of government in which individuals can enjoy independence and privacy. In this spirit, the U.S. 
Declaration of Independence not only invokes but also limits the republican principle. If all human beings 
are endowed with “certain unalienable rights” that governments do not create and individuals may not 
surrender, then the republican principle can authorize only forms of government that uphold these rights. 
Governments, the Declaration reminds us, are created to “to secure these rights,” not to redefine or abridge 
them. 

We can now venture a more precise characterization of liberal democracy. This type of political order rests 
on the republican principle, takes constitutional form, and incorporates the civic egalitarianism and 
majoritarian principles of democracy. At the same time, it accepts and enforces the liberal principle that the 
legitimate scope of public power is limited, which entails some constraints on or divergences from 
majoritarian decision making. A liberal order can use devices such as supermajority requirements or even 
unanimity rules to limit the majority’s power, or it can deploy constitutional courts insulated [End Page 
10] from direct public pressure to police the perimeter beyond which even supermajorities may not go. 

How Does Populism Challenge Liberal 
Democracy? 
These distinctions also shed light on the populist challenge to liberal democracy. Populism is not merely, as 
some observers have suggested, an emotion-laden expression of disappointment over frustrated economic 
expectations, resentment against rigged rules and special interests, and fear of threats to physical and 
cultural security. Even if it lacks the kind of formal theoretical underpinnings or canonical texts that 
defined the great “isms” of the twentieth century, populism nonetheless has a coherent structure. 

Of our four key concepts, populism accepts the principles of popular sovereignty and democracy, 
understood in straightforward fashion as the exercise of majoritarian power. It is skeptical, however, about 
constitutionalism, insofar as formal, bounded institutions and procedures impede majorities from working 
their will. It takes an even dimmer view of liberal protections for individuals and minority groups. 

It might seem, then, that the aim of contemporary populism is what many scholars and at least one national 
leader (Orbán) call “illiberal democracy”—a governing system capable of translating popular preferences 
into public policy without the impediments that have prevented liberal democracies from responding 
effectively to urgent problems. From this perspective, populism is a threat not to democracy per se but 
rather to the dominant liberal variant of democracy. 

Indeed, some observers contend that populism, so understood, is not without merit: It represents “an 
illiberal democratic response to undemocratic liberalism,”6 and thus is less an attack on democracy than a 
corrective to a deficit thereof. These observers argue that elites, by taking important issues such as 
economic, monetary, and regulatory policies off the public agenda and assigning them to institutions 
insulated from public scrutiny and influence, have invited precisely the popular revolt that now threatens to 
overwhelm them. 

But to stop here would be to leave half the story untold—the more important half, in my view. Because 
populism embraces the republican principle of popular sovereignty, it faces the question inherent in this 
principle: Who are the people? When we say “we,” what do we mean? 

This may sound like an abstract theoretical question. It is anything but. 

Today, “we the people” is understood to mean all citizens, regardless of religion, manners and customs, and 
length of citizenship. The people is an ensemble of individuals who enjoy a common civic status. During 



the founding period of the United States, however, a thicker understanding prevailed. In Federalist 2 John 
Jay wrote, “Providence has [End Page 11] been pleased to give this one connected country to one united 
people—a people descended from the same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing the same 
religion, attached to the same principles of government, very similar in their manners and customs.”7 We 
may wonder where this left African Americans, not to mention Catholics and those for whom German was 
the language of daily life. How, if at all, did Jay’s understanding of the American people differ from the 
understanding of peoplehood in today’s Hungarian constitution, whose preamble “recognise[s] the role of 
Christianity in preserving nationhood,” praises “our king Saint Stephen” for making Hungary “a part of 
Christian Europe,” and speaks of “promoting and safeguarding our heritage, our unique language, [and] 
Hungarian culture”?8 

Historically, right-leaning populists have emphasized shared ethnicity and common descent, while left-
leaning populists have often defined the people in class terms, excluding those with wealth and power. 
Recently, a third definition has entered public debate—the people as opposed to cultural elites. In its U.S. 
version, this definition sets “real people” who eat hamburgers, listen to country and western music, and 
watch Duck Dynasty against “globalist” snobs who do whatever PBS, NPR, and the New York Times deem 
refined. 

When populists distinguish between the “people” and the “elite,” they depict each of these groups as 
homogeneous. The people have one set of interests and values, the elite has another, and these two sets are 
not only different but fundamentally opposed. The divisions are moral as well as empirical. Populism 
understands the elite as hopelessly corrupt, the people as uniformly virtuous—meaning that there is no 
reason why the people should not govern themselves and their society without institutional restraints. And 
populist leaders claim that they alone represent the people, the only legitimate force in society. 

This approach raises some obvious difficulties. First, it is divisive by definition. In the context of popular 
sovereignty, splitting a country’s population into the people and the others implies that some parts of the 
population, because they are not really part of the people, do not deserve to share in self-government. 
Individuals outside the charmed circle of the people may therefore be excluded from equal citizenship, 
violating the principle of inclusion that is essential to democracy. 

Second, the populist definition of the people is inherently counter-factual. According to Jan-Werner Müller, 
a leading scholar of populism, populists “speak and act as ifthe people could develop a singular judgment, a 
singular will, and hence a singular, unambiguous mandate.”9 But of course they cannot. In circumstances of 
even partial liberty, different social groups will have different interests, values, and origins. Plurality, not 
homogeneity, characterizes most peoples, most of the time. 

Populism is the enemy of pluralism, and thus of modern democracy. Imposing the assumption of 
uniformity on the reality of diversity not [End Page 12] only distorts the facts but also elevates the 
characteristics of some social groups over those of others. To the extent that this occurs, populism becomes 
a threat to democracy, which, as Müller puts it, “requires pluralism and the recognition that we need to find 
fair terms of living together as free, equal, but also irreducibly diverse citizens.”10 Whatever may have been 
possible in classical republics, no form of identity politics can serve as the basis for modern democracy, 
which stands or falls with the protection of pluralism. 

Equally counterfactual is the proposition that the people are uniformly virtuous. They are not, of course. 
Political movements based on this premise inevitably come to grief, but not before disappointment gives 
way to a violent search for hidden enemies. Populist leaders attack “enemies of the people” in moralistic 
terms, as corrupt, self-seeking, and given to conspiracies against ordinary citizens, often in collaboration 
with foreigners. Populism requires constant combat against these enemies and the forces they represent. 

In this way, presuming the people’s monopoly on virtue undermines democratic practice. Decision making 
in circumstances of diversity typically requires compromise. If one group or party believes that the other 
embodies evil, however, its members are likely to scorn compromises as dishonorable concessions to the 



forces of darkness. In short, populism plunges democratic societies into an endless series of moralized zero-
sum conflicts; it threatens the rights of minorities; and it enables over-bearing leaders to dismantle the 
checkpoints on the road to autocracy. 

How Serious Is the Threat? 
On the one hand, this is no time for complacency. Liberal democracy faces clear and present dangers. On 
the other hand, I must underscore a less fashionable point: This is no time for panic either. The best stance 
is reality-based concern, as detached from fear and foreboding as we can manage. 

History offers a valuable corrective to myopia. A recent study of politics in the wake of financial crises 
over the past 140 years finds a consistent pattern: Majority parties shrink; far-right parties gain ground; 
polarization and fragmentation intensify; uncertainty rises; and governing becomes more 
difficult.11 Economic historians tell us that the effects of financial crises, unlike cyclical recessions, 
typically take a decade or more to abate. It was not until this year that middle-class families in the United 
States regained the level of income they enjoyed prior to the onset of the Great Recession in late 2007. 
They have not yet regained the wealth they lost during this period. The lag in Europe is worse. 

We may also gain perspective, and a measure of comfort, from a cross-national survey released just a 
couple of months ago. Although there is widespread discontent with how democratic institutions are 
performing [End Page 13] in the European and North American countries included in the survey, median 
support for representative democracy across these countries stands at 80 percent. By contrast, only 13 
percent support a system in which a strong leader can make decisions without interference from the 
legislature or the courts. Even fewer support military government. That said, while publics are not turning 
their back on representative democracy, they are willing to consider other forms of decision making. 
Seventy percent favor referendums in which citizens vote directly on major national issues, and 43 percent 
believe that allowing experts to make decisions about what is best for their countries makes sense.12 

Over the past year, I have been part of a bipartisan Voter Study Group that has been working to understand 
not only the 2016 presidential election, but also Americans’ views of their democratic system. The news is 
mostly good. Among respondents, 78 percent believe that democracy is preferable to any other form of 
government, while 83 percent think it is very important to live in a democratic system. Nonetheless, 23 
percent are open to a strong leader who does not have to bother with Congress and elections, and 18 
percent would countenance military rule. Openness to undemocratic alternatives was most pronounced 
among voters who combine economic liberalism and cultural conservatism—the policy profile most 
characteristic of U.S. populists. It was also evident among voters who favor one primary culture over 
cultural diversity, believe that European heritage is important to being an American, and harbor highly 
negative views of Muslims. Nearly half the voters who supported Barack Obama in 2012 but switched to 
Donald Trump in 2016 favored a strong, unencumbered leader and declined to endorse democracy as the 
best form of government.13 

It is not clear that these findings represent a break with the past. Overall support for a leader who can act 
unchecked by Congress and the courts is no higher than it was two decades ago. Readers familiar with 
Seymour Martin Lipset’s scholarship will recall similar themes in his 1970 text The Politics of 
Unreason and in the work he did on working-class authoritarianism in the 1950s.14 Nonetheless, there are 
grounds for concern, not least because our system allows aroused political minorities to exercise 
disproportionate influence. 

In practice, not every manifestation of populism threatens liberal democracy. While the Brexit vote, as a 
policy decision made by referendum, raised some issues in terms of parliamentary sovereignty, its outcome 
ultimately pivoted on policy concerns. In systems where liberal-democratic institutions are strong, disputes 
about trade, immigration, and even national sovereignty can still take place. In the long run, the effort to 



place such issues beyond the pale of political contestation will do more to weaken liberal democracy than 
robust debate ever could. 

But sometimes the populist challenge does directly threaten liberal [End Page 14] democracy. Left 
unchecked, moves to undermine freedom of the press, weaken constitutional courts, concentrate power in 
the hands of the executive, and marginalize groups of citizens based on ethnicity, religion, or national 
origin will undermine liberal democracy from within. Hungarian leader Viktor Orbán is frank about his 
antipathy to liberalism. The country that gave birth to the Solidarity movement is following his lead. We 
dare not ignore these developments, which may well be harbingers of worse to come. As Abraham Lincoln 
once said as the clouds of crisis darkened, “If we could first know where we are and whither we are 
tending, we could better judge what to do and how to do it.”15 

What Is to Be Done? 
In the space remaining, I can only gesture toward the elements of a liberal-democratic response to the 
populist challenge.16 

1) The defenders of liberal democracy must focus relentlessly on identifying and countering threats to 
liberal institutions. An independent judiciary, freedom of the press, the rule of law, and protected space for 
civil associations (secular and religious) represent the first line of defense against illiberalism, and they 
must be safeguarded. At the same time, political reforms are needed to restore the ability of liberal-
democratic institutions to act effectively. Gridlock frustrates ordinary citizens and makes them more open 
to leaders who are willing to break the rules in order to get things done. 

2) We should distinguish between policy disputes and regime-level threats. Populist parties often espouse 
measures, such as trade protectionism and withdrawal from international institutions, that challenge 
established arrangements but not liberal democracy itself. In a similar vein, it is essential to distinguish 
between the liberal element of liberal democracy and what is often called cultural liberalism. Liberal 
democrats can adopt diverse views on issues such as abortion, same-sex marriage, local traditions, and 
religion while remaining true to their political creed. 

3) Liberal democrats must make their peace with national sovereignty. Political leaders can assert the right 
of their nations to put their interests first without threatening liberal-democratic institutions and norms. 
Again, this is a policy dispute within liberal democracy, not about liberal democracy. The defenders of 
liberal democracy should likewise acknowledge that control of borders is an attribute of national 
sovereignty, and that liberal democrats can have a wide range of views on the appropriate number and type 
of immigrants to admit. In recent decades, as public concerns about population flows across national 
borders have intensified throughout the West, this issue has done more than any other to weaken support 
for liberal-democratic norms and institutions. 

To some extent this trend reflects anxiety about economic displacement; [End Page 15] the “Polish 
plumber” became a trope in the Brexit debate. Worries about the increased demand for social services, too, 
have played a part. But darker fears are also at work. The threat of Islamist terrorism has made Western 
populations less willing to absorb new immigrants or even refugees from Muslim-majority countries. 
Citizens increasingly fear that Islam and liberal democracy are incompatible and that a clash of civilizations 
is inevitable. National identity is taking on increasing prominence in politics, and those who believe that 
liberal democracy draws strength from diversity have been thrown on the defensive. 

Large population flows, finally, have triggered concerns about the loss of national sovereignty. During the 
2016 Brexit referendum, the EU’s unwillingness to compromise on the question of movement across its 
member nations’ borders made it far more difficult for Britain’s “Remain” forces to prevail. In the United 
States, Donald Trump’s famous promise to build a “big, beautiful wall” along the Mexican border became 
a powerful symbol of sovereignty regained. 



But the concern extends beyond illegal immigration. Since the passage in 1965 of reforms that liberalized 
U.S. immigration policy following four decades of restrictive legislation, the country’s demographics have 
been transformed. In 2015, first-generation immigrants made up 14 percent of the population, just shy of 
the peak slightly over a century earlier.17 It should not be surprising that this latest cycle of immigration, 
like its early twentieth-century precursor, has evoked support for more restrictive policies among many 
U.S. citizens—this time including descendants of the previous wave’s immigrants. 

One may speculate that any country (even a self-styled nation of immigrants) has a finite capacity to absorb 
new arrivals, and that bumping up against this limit triggers a reaction that detractors condemn as nativist. 
But denouncing citizens concerned about immigration as ignorant and bigoted does nothing either to 
address the issue in substance or to lower the political temperature. As Jeff Colgan and Robert Keohane put 
it, “It is not bigotry to calibrate immigration levels to the ability of immigrants to assimilate and to society’s 
ability to adjust.”18 No issue has done more to spark the rise of contemporary populism, and finding a 
sustainable compromise would drain much of the bile from today’s liberal-democratic politics. 

4) It is time to abandon a myopic focus on economic aggregates and work instead 
toward inclusive growth—that is, the kind of economic policies that improve well-being across all 
demographic lines, including those of class and geography. As recent decades have shown, no mechanism 
automatically translates economic growth into broadly shared prosperity. Allowing the well-off strata of 
society to commandeer the lion’s share of gains is a formula for endless conflict. So, too, is allowing the 
concentration of economic growth and dynamism in fewer and fewer places. 

The second half of the 1990s was the last time that the incomes of [End Page 16] all economic groups 
from top to bottom progressed together at roughly the same rate. It is no coincidence that during this period 
the labor market reached and then sustained full employment, improving workers’ bargaining power and 
bringing previously neglected individuals back into the workforce. That history suggests that full 
employment should be a focus of economic policy. This is a moral as well as an economic imperative. In 
modern societies, work provides more than a livelihood; it gives our lives structure and purpose, and is a 
key source of self-confidence and social respect. It promotes stable families and healthy communities and 
strengthens the bonds of trust between individuals and their governing institutions. Conversely, we know 
all too well the consequences of long-term unemployment: diminished self-respect, increased strife within 
families, epidemics of substance abuse, blighted neighborhoods, and a corrosive sense of helplessness. 

The challenge is not only work for all, but also reasonable compensation. In the long run, workers cannot 
spend more than they are paid. As wage growth slowed in recent decades, middle-class families kept up 
their living standards via women’s entry into the workforce and by taking on additional debt, in part drawn 
from the equity they had accumulated from rising home prices. When the housing bubble burst, these 
families suffered an economic shock that drove many into bankruptcy. The recovery since the end of the 
Great Recession has been the weakest of the entire postwar period largely because household and family 
incomes have remained flat. Only wage increases can generate more vigorous growth, and if market 
mechanisms fail to produce higher wages, public policy should step in. 

The principle of inclusive growth applies across lines of geography as well as class. Throughout the market 
democracies of the West, remote and less densely populated regions are losing ground to metropolitan 
centers. Agricultural areas can still do well when prices are high, but the light industries that once thrived in 
smaller communities have weakened in the face of competitive pressure. More than that, it appears that the 
modern knowledge-based economy thrives on the density and diversity found in larger cities, where 
concentrated professional networks spur innovation. For this reason, public policy cannot fully eliminate 
the rural-urban gap. But by investing in transportation infrastructure that enables people who work in cities 
to live further from their places of employment, governments can help small towns participate in the fruits 
of metropolitan growth. Information technology can also be an asset: Expanding internet access today, like 
rural electrification during the New Deal, could help to bring isolated communities into the national 
economy and society. 



Agency Within History 
Liberals are anti-tribal, cherishing particular identities while subordinating them to broader conceptions of 
civic and even human solidarity. [End Page 17] But citizens often crave more unity and solidarity than 
liberal life typically offers, and community can be a satisfying alternative to the burdens of individual 
responsibility. Preferring those who are most like us goes with the grain of our sentiments more than does a 
wider, more abstract concept of equal citizenship or humanity. So does the tendency to impute good 
motives to our friends and malign intent to our foes. Antipathy has its satisfactions, and conflict, like love, 
can make us feel more fully alive. 

The appeal of populism—with its embrace of tribalism, its Manichean outlook, and the constant conflict it 
entails—is deeply rooted in the enduring incompleteness of life in liberal societies. This vulnerability helps 
explain why, in just twenty-five years, the partisans of liberal democracy have moved from triumphalism to 
near despair. But neither sentiment is warranted. Liberal democracy is not the end of history; nothing is. 
Everything human beings make is subject to erosion and contingency. Liberal democracy is fragile, 
constantly threatened, always in need of repair. 

But liberal democracy is also strong, because, to a greater extent than any other political form, it harbors 
the power of self-correction. Not only do liberal-democratic institutions protect citizens against tyrannical 
concentrations of power, they also provide mechanisms for channelling the public’s grievances and unmet 
needs into effective reforms. To be sure, the power of self-correction is not always enough to prevent 
liberal democracies from crumbling. As we learned in the 1920s and 1930s, the combination of public 
stress and strong undemocratic movements can be irresistible, especially in newer democracies. But the oft-
heard analogy between those decades and our current situation obscures more than it reveals. Today’s 
economic ills pale in comparison to the Great Depression of the 1930s, and today’s autocratic regimes lack 
the ideological attraction that fascism and communism held at their peak. 

Still, there is no cause—and no excuse—for complacency. The current ills of liberal democracy are deep 
and pervasive. Surmounting them will require intellectual clarity and political leaders who are willing to 
take risks to serve the long-term interests of their countries. Human choice, not historical inevitability, will 
determine liberal democracy’s fate. 

For now, democratic publics want policy changes that give them hope for a better future. Left unmet, their 
demands could evolve into pressure for regime change. The partisans of liberal democracy must do all they 
can to prevent this from happening. 
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In his essay Reflections on the Revolution in Europe, written in the heat of the moment, sociologist Ralf 
Dahrendorf tried, in the manner of Edmund Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France, to define the 
meaning of 1989 and the stakes of the transitions that were then beginning in the eastern part of the 
continent.1 For Dahrendorf, it was not a question of the "end of history" (the lack of any alternative to 
"market-based democracy"), nor even the victory of the "capitalist system" over the "socialist system," but 
rather the victory of the "open" over the "closed" society. For Dahrendorf, as for sociologist Ernest Gellner, 
this was the deep meaning of 1989, which presented an opportunity for liberal democracy in Central and 
Eastern Europe. 

The fading away of totalizing visions made it possible to envisage diverse postcommunist trajectories, 
whose outcome would depend on the ability of new political elites to carry to completion a simultaneous 
triple transition with distinct, interdependent, and asynchronic dimensions: There would be free elections 
and the founding of law-based rule (the work of six months), followed by a market economy (the work of 
six years), and then a civil society (the work of sixty years). The year 1989 stood for a "bourgeois 
revolution" without a bourgeoisie, a democratic revolution that would have to construct the conditions of its 
own existence—the "conditions of liberty," to borrow Gellner's words.2 

Yet 1989 was also experienced by its protagonists (and not only by a few exiled or dissident writers) as the 
"return of Central Europe" and of nations recovering their liberty by leaving the Soviet empire. The 
cultural [End Page 24] resilience of Central Europe's societies had prevailed over a decaying communist 
structure. If Central Europe's "tragedy" was, as Milan Kundera wrote, to be a "kidnapped West," "culturally 
in the West and politically in the East" but "situated geographically in the centre,"3 then 1989 signified the 
possibility for the countries of the "other Europe" to finally reconcile their politics with their culture and 
their geography. 

The parallel emergence of liberalism (human rights and civil society) and the affirmation of cultural 
belonging to the West in the dissident movements of the 1970s and especially the 1980s had paved the way 
for the end of the ancien régime. Both the "Havel moment" and the "Kundera moment" found fulfillment in 
resistance to totalitarianism and in the "velvet revolutions" of 1989. The open society and a sense of 
European identity went hand-in-hand. 



A quarter-century later, one cannot help but notice that these two elements, and above all their 
complementarity, have been called into question. Between "illiberal democracy" and heightened concerns 
about identity in the face of the migrant wave, the authoritarian and sovereigntist turn in Central Europe has 
revealed a rupture in the fabric of the European Union. In addition to the resuscitated East-West split, we 
must analyze the emerging doubts about post-1989 liberalism. This involves some circumstances peculiar 
to Central Europe, but the rise of populisms and the rejection of liberalism are traits shared in the rest of 
Europe as well. 

The Populist Turn and the Rejection of 
Liberalism 
Several countries in Central Europe, principally Hungary and Poland (though we observe analogous 
tendencies in Slovakia and Croatia), have in the course of the last several years explicitly raised doubts 
about the liberal model adopted after 1989. Three main aspects merit discussion here: the rule of law, the 
recourse to nationalism, and "culture wars." 

After having been built for two decades, the rule of law is being dismantled before our eyes in Poland and 
Hungary. Former Hungarian president László Sólyom—he was also the founder of his country's 
Constitutional Court—declared in 2013 that "the rule of law has ceased to exist" in Hungary.4 The recent 
authoritarian turn takes aim at the separation of powers, media independence, and the political neutrality of 
the civil service. Constitutional courts have been the first targets for attack in Hungary as in Poland, since 
such bodies are suspected of hindering the expression of popular sovereignty and establishing a sort of 
"legal impossibilism," as Jarosław Kaczyńnski once put it. The Venice Commission has concluded that the 
measures taken by the Polish government toward the Constitutional Tribunal "endanger not only the rule of 
law, but also the functioning of the democratic system."5 

The purging of public media, in Poland as in Hungary, represents a [End Page 25] second aspect of 
regression from the democratic accomplishments of the post-1989 era. With the political opposition weak 
and divided, power holders are targeting those who might take its place—namely, the organizations of civil 
society. In Hungary, these now find themselves forced by a June 2017 law to divulge the names of their 
foreign donors.6 This doubtless was aimed mainly at the Open Society Foundations of George Soros, who 
is also the founder of the Central European University, the target of a new law that directly threatens its 
existence.7 

Orbán, the Opposition, and the Academy 
By going after civil society and academic freedom, Prime Minister Viktor Orbán is attacking not just the 
opposition, but a sphere that has heretofore been independent of power, one in which he suspects the 
politically defeated opposition has re-entrenched itself. Here we find a pattern that recalls the ancien 
régime, with the cultural sphere taking the place of the political. First the opposition, then civil society, then 
the culture: It adds up to a reprise of the notorious "salami tactics" that Hungarian communist leader 
Mátyás Rákosi applied back in the 1940s. This bears more resemblance to Vladimir Putin's Russia or Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğgan's Turkey than to the mainstream of the European Union. 

It is essential to note, however, that these attacks on countervailing powers and civil society groups are 
being carried out in the name of the people's will as expressed via the ballot box. The leading trait of 
populist parties is to claim a monopoly on representing the people. Commanding an electoral majority 
provides authorization to cast off the constraints of the constitution or to revise it. Political scientists have 
long been studying the crisis of representative democracy and the rise of populist parties. It is less common 
for politicians to take up concepts first elaborated by political science. We have seen Pablo Iglesias, the 



leader of Podemos in Spain, do this with the populist theories of Ernesto Laclau (updated by Chantal 
Mouffe for Jean-Luc Mélenchon's Unbowed France movement). Viktor Orbán, for his part, has borrowed 
the concept of "illiberal democracy" laid out twenty years ago by Fareed Zakaria, a political scientist turned 
journalist.8 Zakaria had observed that the formidable post-1989 expansion of electoral democracy as a 
mode of choosing governments was not necessarily going to sit easily with liberalism, since the latter 
places both constitutional and institutional limits on democracy. Orbán took over Zakaria's formula (but not 
his inquietude), calling liberal democracy only one option among others and adding that it was incapable of 
accomplishing the first task of government, which is to defend the national interest.9 Orbán declared 
himself in favor of an "illiberal state," which would also allow the best economic performance, as shown by 
Singapore, China, India, and Turkey). Donald Trump's election to the White House was taken by 
Orbán [End Page 26] as a confirmation of his approach. "Liberal non-democracy is over," he exulted. 
"What a day! What a day! What a day!"10 

The second aspect of the democratic regression concerns the resurgence of nationalism in countries which, 
unlike those in the Balkans, had avoided allowing a return of nationalist sentiment to throw their 
democratic transitions off course in the years following 1989. In the course of the last decade, however, the 
mantle of legitimacy has passed from technocratic liberalism to populist nationalisms that harbor an 
organic conception of the nation as a historic, cultural, and religious community that the state must protect. 
In 1989, the return of democracy and the return of nationalism had combined in seeking the dissolution of 
the Soviet empire. That is why 1989, like 1848 before it, could be thought of as "a springtime of peoples." 
Today, however, popular sovereignty is invoked in Budapest or Warsaw to undermine the separation of 
powers. It is linked with the affirmation of national sovereignty against EU interference, whether this takes 
the form of issuing warnings about attacks on the rule of law or imposing quotas for accepting migrants. 

"I've been going to Brussels regularly for eleven years," said Orbán. "The European elites—the political 
decision makers and the people who run the media—imagine that human development moves forward via 
the liquidation of our identities; that it is not modern to be Polish, Czech, or Hungarian; that it is not 
modern to be Christian. Instead, a new identity has appeared in their place, that of the European. … The 
British have said 'no.' They have decided to remain British. … The identity of European does not exist. 
There are Poles, there are Hungarians. … All these phenomena observed today in Europe show that a 
cultural counterrevolution is possible."11 

Once, dissidents such as Adam Michnik and Václav Havel met in the mountains at the Czech-Polish border 
to talk about strategies for the democratic opposition. More recently, two former dissidents, Orbán and 
Kaczyńnski, met in September 2016 at Krynica (Poland) in those same Tatra Mountains to call for a 
cultural "counterrevolution" in Europe. 

The "culture wars" are the third part of the antiliberal turn in Central Europe. Political polarization is not 
only internal; it also has an external dimension where one can hear echoes of Putin's contempt for a 
decadent and permissive Europe, and of Donald Trump's praise, delivered in his July 2017 speech at 
Warsaw, of Poland as a rampart of Western civilization fighting "for family, for freedom, for country, and 
for God."12 

Former Polish foreign minister Witold Waszczykowski said in 2016 that his government's task was "to cure 
our state of some diseases" spread by hostile media organs convinced that the direction of history is 
necessarily leading to "a mix of cultures and races, a world of cyclists and vegetarians who rely solely on 
renewable energies and fight against every symbol of religion." He added that these pathologies were 
incompatible with the "Polish values" shared by the majority of the population, [End Page 27]who look to 
"tradition, historical consciousness, patriotism, faith in God, a normal family life between a man and a 
woman."13 

On the "politics of values" as on democracy, the country is divided. Former president Bronisław 
Komorowski remarked during the 2015 presidential campaign that the election was a choice between a 



"rational Poland" in the heart of Europe and a "radical Poland" on the fringe of Europe. There are indeed 
two Polands, as there are two Hungaries. 

Two Disturbing Questions 
How can we account for the democratic backsliding and the antiliberal turn in Central Europe? What 
importance should we accord to the influence of the legacies left behind by communism or other forms of 
political culture unfavorable to liberalism? 

Since the revolutions of 1989, two troubling questions have haunted the transition. The first has to do with 
the cultural underpinings of politics, and the second with the relationship between democracy and the 
market. Are the cultures that proved the most resistant to communism, such as Poland's combination of 
nationalism and Catholicism, also favorable to the introduction of liberal democracy and the market 
economy? 1989 was not about the project of creating a new kind of society. It was, to use François Furet's 
term, a "revolution-restoration." But since these nations exiting from Sovietism claimed to be reviving a 
precommunist past, was there not also a risk of recovering, in a new context, the old faults of the interwar 
period, which had been marked by the growing eclipse of post-1918 democratic advances and the rise in 
the 1920s of authoritarian and nationalist regimes?14 

What about the Czech tradition associated with its first president Tomáš Masaryk, which featured a "social-
democratic" ethos in a more secularized and egalitarian society? It had proved to be more vulnerable to the 
communist project after the war; but might not this tradition furnish a political culture favorable to the post-
1989 democratic transition? 

The answers, twenty years later, can be summed up as follows: The fears about Hungary and Poland—
countries where the post-1918 transition to democracy had given way to authoritarian tendencies—were 
exaggerated, and after 1989 they became liberal democracies. Bronisław Geremek, one of the most 
respected figures in the new political elite, would explain that he had reservations regarding the recourse to 
historical analogies.15 

The second question had to do with the compatibility of simultaneous transitions toward democracy and the 
market economy. Considering the dilapidated state of socialist economies, the issue was how to build 
democracies atop an economic disaster. Eminent specialists in "transition studies" such as Claus Offe and 
Adam Przeworski did not discount the possibility of a South American scenario for Eastern Europe: "The 
East wants to move toward the West, but risks ending up in the South," [End Page 28]is how Geremek put 
it in 1992, in what was meant as a warning to Westerners and a plea for a new Marshall Plan that never 
came. 

The two fears—one having to do with political culture and the other with economic conditions—that 
haunted the passage to democracy did not come true, and the countries of Central Europe came to be held 
up as models of "consolidated" democracy. The first reason for this outcome was the convergence, during 
the period leading up to 1989, of the democratic aspiration with liberalism. By the same token, the current 
backsliding and the rise of populism can be traced, in great part, to the decoupling of liberalism from 
democracy. 

While the idea of democracy had solid antecedents in Central and Eastern Europe, liberalism was long seen 
as an import or a weakly rooted product of imitation, due to the region's level of socioeconomic 
development as well as to the national question. This situation changed during the period leading up to 
communism's fall, a time marked by a liberal renewal that took place as much on the plane of political 
ideas as on that of economic remedies. 



The USSR's crushing of the Prague Spring in 1968 signified not only the end of the notion that "really 
existing socialism" could reform itself from within, but also (as Leszek Kołakowski put it) the "clinical 
death of Marxism," ground to dust beneath the treads of Soviet tanks rolling through the streets of Prague. 
The years after 1968 saw a profound transformation of the intellectual and political landscape. With the 
dissident and human-rights movements came a rediscovery of the ideas of civil society and the primary 
importance of the rule of law. The dissident writings called for a new citizenship combining the 
responsibility of each for the fate of society (a theme dear to Havel) with a new and conscious 
individualism (a theme dear to György Konrád). The latter's "praise for the crisis" in 1987 announced a 
new paradigm: "Homo etaticus opens like a closet, and out steps the citizen. He does not want to be 
managed; he wants to be represented."16 

During the first stage of this rediscovery of liberalism, there was a deep reshaping of the intellectual 
landscape and of the lines of cleavage in the Polish, Czech, and Hungarian political cultures. 

In Poland, the tone was set by a memorable article that Kołakowski penned under the title "How to Be a 
Conservative-Liberal Socialist."17 This was a hint that the old ideological labels no longer applied. Michnik 
carried forward the work with two essays that appeared almost simultaneously. "The Church and the Left" 
inquired whether a dialogue and even a convergence could be possible between two historic rivals, the 
Catholic Church and the secular Left, not only as a tactic to be used against those in power, but also around 
the values of human dignity and truth.18 In "A New Evolutionism," Michnik set out to overcome the other 
division, the classic dilemma (inherited from the nineteenth century) between Marshal Józef Piłsudski and 
Foreign Minister Roman Dmowski, between revolution and [End Page 29] accommodation, by means of a 
new strategy of self-organization to be undertaken by civil society acting independently of official 
structures.19 The unifying power of the Solidarity movement in 1980 rested precisely on the overcoming of 
these two aforementioned cleavages. Even after Solidarity was crushed in December 1981, this political 
reorientation would prove favorable to liberalism. 

In Czechoslovakia, the Charter 77 movement represented a cohabitation rather than a convergence between 
intellectual and political currents that had been opposed to each other in 1948, but were brought back 
together by their joint refusal to accept defeat in the wake of 1968. In 1980, there appeared a volume 
of samizdat in honor of Tomáš Masaryk, who had founded the Czechoslovak state in 1918. The writing's 
list of contributors read like a "who's who" of the Czech intelligentsia at the time, including former 
revisionist Marxists, veterans of the Prague Spring, Christians, and liberals such as Václav Havel. Masaryk, 
whom Karl Popper once dubbed a "philosopher-king," had been a "liberal with a social conscience" avant 
la lettre and offered the opposition a point of ideological convergence on which Havel was able to 
capitalize while symbolically taking over in 1989. 

In Hungary, the emblematic personality of a comparable convergence of oppositions was István Bibó 
(1911–79). A political thinker and the author of On the Misery of Small East European States, a book key 
to the understanding of the national question, he had been a member of the national government during the 
Hungarian Revolution of 1956. The grand cleavage in twentieth-century Hungarian political culture 
separated "urbanists" (whether liberals or social democrats), who took their inspiration from Western 
political and economic models, from "populists," who saw Hungary's peasants ("the people of the puszta" 
or plains20) as the repository of the "true values" of a nation anchored in the popular masses. The populist 
current also was preoccupied with the "national question." The fate of ethnic-Hungarian minorities living in 
neighboring countries—a third of all Hungarians had been separated from the "mother country" by the 
1920 Treaty of Trianon—was and remains a major source of trauma. It was exploited by the regime of 
Admiral Miklós Horthy between the wars, played down under communism, and more recently revived by 
Orbán's government.21 

Bibó, a democratic thinker coming out of the populist tradition and a protagonist of the 1956 revolution, 
would become in the 1980s a shared reference point among oppositionists seeking to overcome the 
divisions between the two grand currents within the Hungarian political tradition. Bibó served also as a 
kind of bridge between the dissidents and those trying to achieve reform from within the system. The other 
theme of convergence had to do with the rule of law. For János Kis and the democratic opposition, it was 



no longer a question solely of enlarging the autonomy of civil society, but of establishing institutional [End 
Page 30] and constitutional guarantees. This approach then found its counterpart among the reformers 
inside the system who envisaged the separation of the Hungarian Communist Party from the state. "There 
are three key notions in the current transformation of the Hungarian political system," said Hungary's 
justice minister in October 1989. "The rule of law, the Constitution, and the rights of man. Together, these 
represent nothing less than the disintegration of an authoritarian and bureaucratic system and the transition 
toward a pluralist and democratic system."22 

At the same time, the decomposition of the socialist economy and the failure of efforts to reform it 
encouraged the rediscovery of economic liberalism. Especially in Poland and Hungary, but also in 
Czechoslovakia, liberal economic thought was able to set itself up as an alternative to failed statism. But if 
the blockages in the socialist command economy were all too evident, the actual workings of "really 
existing capitalism" in the West were not. After forty years of statism, the minimal state seemed to be an 
adequate response, especially in the context of the 1980s, which were marked by the influence of 
"neoliberalism" in the West. Thus liberals living under socialism ended up turning willingly to the free-
market theorists of the "Chicago School." The best guarantee of preserving an "open society," they 
concluded, was to minimize the state's interference in the economy and society. This message would be 
taken to heart by the liberal economists who laid out the economic reforms that followed communism's fall 
in 1989. 

The proper role of the state also became a point of convergence between liberal politicians coming out of 
the dissident movement and liberal economists coming out of think tanks. For the former, the question was 
how to safeguard human rights and to emancipate society, culture, and then the political realm from the 
grip of the party-state. For the latter, the question was how to free the market economy from its bonds. For 
a short time, the two groups joined in a common "liberal" project of dismantling the state. This allowed the 
forging of a political consensus for radical economic reforms, but it also lies at the root of the connivances 
and misunderstandings that partly explain today's antiliberal thrust—or to put it more precisely, the 
decoupling of democracy from liberalism. 

What Has Become of the Liberals? 
How to explain the antiliberal turn of recent years? Was the "liberal moment" indeed only a moment, a 
unifying notion that served the need to leave communism behind but today faces a new world that has been 
created precisely by liberalism's success—this world of "globalization"? In assembling the elements of a 
response, let us begin with a quick stock-taking. [End Page 31] 

First, we must note the political eclipse of the first bearers of political liberalism in Central Europe, the 
former dissidents. In 1989, they were propelled to the forefront of the political scene by grand unified 
movements, but everywhere they failed in the next phase of institutionalizing pluralism—the creation of 
viable political parties.23 All attempts to found lasting parties bringing together intellectuals and liberals of 
the "center-left" met with failure. Havel became president, but he was the tree who hid the forest; his allies 
in the Civic Movement failed to enter Parliament in the 1992 elections. Power was in the hands of the party 
founded by economist Václav Klaus, whose government was composed for the most part of his colleagues 
at the Institute for Forecasting of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences. The liberal economists had 
replaced the former dissidents. 

The only party founded by ex-dissidents that succeeded at implanting itself durably in the political 
landscape has been Orbán's Fidesz. Created by promising young people (you had to be under 35) who were 
adepts of political, economic, and social liberalism, the party pitched its appeals to the educated urban 
middle classes. Fidesz prospered, and a decade later even took power, but it did so by transforming itself 
into a nationalist, conservative party that today stands for the "illiberal state." As Hungary's Socialist Party 
(the ex-communists) converted to economic liberalism in the 1990s and as the center-right Hungarian 



Democratic Forum went into decay, Orbán and his friends in Fidesz, moved first by opportunism and later 
by conviction, decided to occupy the right-wing nationalist and antiliberal part of the political spectrum. 

The best illustration of the decoupling of liberalism from democracy is furnished to us by the evolution of 
two Polish ex-liberals, Marcin Król and Ryszard Legutko. Each for reasons of his own has now become 
one of liberalism's critics. 

Król is a brilliant historian of ideas who, as the 1980s were about to begin, founded the influential liberal 
review Res Publica as a samizdat publication. In 2015, he published a small book called We Were Stupid in 
which he bluntly takes on the indulgence with which ex-dissidents treated the radical free-market 
reformers, led by the father of "shock therapy" himself, Leszek Balcerowicz.24In an irony of history, the 
liberal model of the market economy was introduced into Poland under the banner of a union named 
"Solidarity"! And the ethos of Solidarity, upon which the alliance of intellectuals with workers had been 
based for more than a decade, fell apart. 

In other words, and this has a more general bearing on Central Europe, the current decoupling of 
democracy and liberalism has a good deal to do with the confusion or the collusion of political liberalism 
with economic liberalism. The communists considered intellectuals and other "fellow travelers" to be 
"useful idiots" who went along after 1945 with the building of socialism "with a Stalinist face." Must we, 
with [End Page 32] Marcin Król, consider ex-dissident intellectuals who forgot the "social question" to be 
the "useful idiots" of the building of capitalism with a liberal face? This points to the hypothesis that 
economic neoliberalism's triumph a quarter-century ago prepared the ground for political antiliberalism 
today. 

The second journey of an exliberal is revelatory of another dimension of the question concerning society 
and culture. Ryszard Legutko, a product of the liberal movement of 1989, has recently published a book 
titled The Demon in Democracy: Totalitarian Temptations in Free Societies.25 

What "totalitarian temptations" are at issue here? For Jean-François Revel, this phrase had referred to 
socialist statism; today, according to Legutko, it designates the temptations of liberalism. Where once 
communists were obsessed by social class, liberals are now allegedly obsessed by matters of race, gender, 
and sexual orientation. Yet, says Legutko, the goal remains the same—namely, the dissolution of 
traditional values, including the family, the Church, and the nation. For him it is not the "social question" 
that is liberalism's sin of omission, but the "societal questions." Legutko, a member of the European 
Parliament belonging to Poland's ruling Law and Justice party, accuses the EU of promoting in this area a 
"left-liberal" agenda (feminism, LGBT rights, gay marriage, multiculturalism) that must be resisted. 

It is also in this context that we must understand the opposition of the four Visegrád Group countries (the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia) to the policy of the EU and of Germany in particular 
regarding the migrant wave of 2015. This wave laid bare the contrast between two European approaches. 
Political leaders in Central Europe are on guard against the dangers that the migratory influx poses for the 
security and the identity of the nation and of Europe. Those who govern in other parts of Europe, such as 
German chancellor Angela Merkel, advocated the admission of migrants without limit in the name of 
"European values," which in her eyes flowed from the universality of human rights. Central European 
countries perceive the redistribution of migrants across national borders according to quotas established by 
the European Commission as an attempt to impose on them a multicultural model of society that they 
consider a failure. We can observe in these countries the return in a new (or wayward) form of a discourse 
about defending national culture and European civilization—today against Islamism coming from the 
South, as yesterday it had been against Sovietism coming from the East. [End Page 33] 

Independently of the political exploitation of this theme by ruling parties, we can see in Central Europe the 
affirmation of a conservative critique of liberalism. A volume bringing together a dozen Polish contributors 
identifies the principal themes that, according to the authors, were hidden by post-1989 liberalism.26 These 
themes are memory, collective identity, and state sovereignty. Memory was eclipsed by the illusion of "the 



end of history" in its liberal rather than Marxist version. In the name of a project of modernization oriented 
toward the future, it had been deemed no longer necessary to confront the communist past (consider the 
Tadeusz Mazowiecki government's 1990 policy of drawing a "thick line" around that past). Second, the 
liberalism that dominated the scene for twenty years favored the proliferation of individual rights at the 
expense of the collective dimension of national identity. Finally, the liberals—in the name of a Kantian 
project of "perpetual peace" now embodied by the European Union—were reluctant to think of the state as 
the political entity par excellence, internally as well as externally. It is no longer particular policies of 
successive governments that are being criticized; it is now the whole of the liberal vision underlying all 
these policies that is being called into question. 

One could stop there and rest content with our observations concerning the ex-dissident intellectuals who, 
after having worked for the re-discovery of political liberalism, lost the battle of ideas or repudiated their 
former views. One could also try to reassure oneself that the success of populist parties from the Baltic to 
the Adriatic is nothing but a fit of passing fever. It is advisable, however, to connect up our account with 
the profound currents of public opinion that are running through the societies of Central Europe. Some 
recent opinion polling conducted throughout the EU allows us to substantiate our diagnosis. 

Societies that had displayed a remarkable capacity to adapt as they went through the post-1989 "great 
transformation" today reveal both fears about identity and a loss of confidence in the institutions of liberal 
democracy, starting with parliament and the justice system. The level of distrust expressed regarding 
parliament is at 75 percent in the Visegrád countries (the European mean is 60 percent). Only 11 percent 
express confidence in political parties and political elites. The key to this loss of trust is primarily the 
magnitude of corruption: 90 percent of respondents say that politicians are corrupt; at least some discredit 
attaches to the entire political class. This distrust of liberal elites and democratic institutions is linked to the 
legacy of the 1990s, when whole economies were privatized in just the space of a decade, often with a 
contempt for the rule of law and societal sentiments about equity. 

Two-thirds of Poles, 83 percent of Hungarians, 88 percent of Slovaks, and 91 percent of Czechs perceive 
immigration as having negative consequences (the average across the whole EU is 63 percent, and in 
Germany the figure is 50 percent). Beyond the risk of terrorism, it is [End Page 34] the cultural and 
religious origins of the migrants that pose the problem. Islam is perceived as a threat by most inhabitants of 
the EU; the figure is two-thirds in Poland and Hungary, 78 percent in Slovakia, and 85 percent in the Czech 
Republic, a country where there are virtually no Muslims. Migrants are not welcomed since "we do not 
share the same values," and this "bars the way to living together." This is what most of those interviewed in 
EU countries say, but the share of those who feel this way is 75 percent in Hungary and more than 80 
percent among the Czechs and Slovaks.27 

The ethnocultural reshaping of Western societies is perceived with great concern in Central and Eastern 
Europe, and this has put into question the liberal paradigm that had prevailed since 1989. Societies that 
once displayed remarkable capacities to adapt to the opening of their countries' economies today fear that 
openness will mean destabilization and appear increasingly receptive to the discourse of closure. If the 
European liberal project cannot avoid becoming confounded with open borders and multiculturalism, there 
is a real risk that Central Europe will opt for the "closed society." In Dahrendorf and Gellner's telling, this 
was already at issue in the revolutions of 1989. 

A Trans-European Phenomenon 
The "other Europe" indeed remains in certain respects "other." Yet apart from a few specific features, the 
tendencies that we see in evidence there are trans-European. To begin with, the tension or decoupling 
between democracy and liberalism is an old question in political thought, from Benjamin Constant to Isaiah 
Berlin. The East is revisiting it in a new context, that of globalization, which is also forcing Europeans to 
rethink the questions obscured in 1989 by the linkage between political and economic liberalism. The same 
is true for the other great question posed anew today in Central Europe, that of the links between liberalism 



and the nation. For József Eötvös (1813–71), the "Hungarian Tocqueville," the challenge for Central 
European liberals could be summed up in three words: liberty, equality, nationality. Or to put it another 
way: How can individual and collective liberty be reconciled? István Bibó wrote in 1944 that the greatest 
threat to democracy would come when "the cause of the nation" became separated from "the cause of 
liberty," bringing about "the fear of seeing liberty threaten the nation." The questions of migration and of 
multiculturalism have been framed in this way in Central Europe, but they have a more general bearing. 

The populist and antiliberal wave is a trans-European and even a trans-Atlantic phenomenon. With Brexit 
and the election of Donald Trump to the White House, it is the Western anchor of the Central European 
democracies that is vacillating; Orbán and Kaczyńnski see in this a [End Page 35] legitimation of their 
own politics. Their response to those in the Western media who attribute their populist turns to a 
democratic "lag" in the postcommunist space is that they are the avant-garde of the antiliberal movement, 
the cultural "counterrevolution" on the march. In July 2017, Orbán underlined how much things had 
changed since 1989: "Twenty-seven years ago here in Central Europe we believed that Europe was our 
future; today we feel that we are the future of Europe."28 

The post-1989 liberal cycle is exhausted. In Central Europe, it represented a triple transition: democracy, 
the market economy, and Europe. These three objectives were successfully attained, but all three are now in 
crisis. Democracy faces the populist wave; the market economy has been confronted since 2008 with a 
global crisis; and Europe is divided within while being challenged in its own neighborhood. The liberals of 
Poland's Civic Platform party lost elections not because of the economy (which was performing rather 
well), but because they no longer had any collective project to put forward. Meanwhile, their adversaries in 
the Law and Justice party (who make a mockery of the law in the name of justice) do have such a project—
a return to the nation and the values of the Church. This situation parallels the "paradox of liberation" 
described by Michael Walzer: In India, in Israel, and in Algeria, modernizing secular elites coming out of 
movements of national liberation were swept out of power 25 years later by nationalist, religious, and 
conservative movements.29 In Central Europe as well, a quarter-century after 1989, the antiliberal swing of 
the pendulum is bringing to power a conservative reaction. This draws to a close the post-1989 liberal 
cycle, but perhaps also the longer cycle associated with the Enlightenment, which is now more than two-
hundred years old.30 

Liberal elites are having a rough time of it everywhere, but the fate of the post-1989 liberal heritage will 
depend on two complementary elements: civil society and Europe. No one in Central Europe is 
recommending any regime other than democracy or renouncing the individual liberties achieved in 1989, 
but it is difficult to know to what extent the past twenty years of liberal democracy have created a buffer of 
political institutions and civil society that can contain the national-populist wave. The Europe said to be 
disintegrating showed in the Low Countries and then in France that the populist push was not irresistible. In 
adversity—or perhaps because of it (Islamism to the south, Putin to the east, Brexit and Trump to the 
west)—political Europe is making a comeback. It is not impossible that it will attempt a refoundation of the 
European project that proceeds at multiple speeds around a nucleus of the founding countries. If such were 
to prove the case, the dilemma of populists in the East would become explicitly geopolitical: to secure a 
place for themselves in the inner core (with all the constraints that this would place on their power), or to 
drift toward an authoritarian periphery of Europe. This choice, and more generally the EU's capacity to find 
its second [End Page 36] breath, will be decisive in determining the future of Central Europe's post-1989 
liberal achievements. 
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In Mary Shelley's 1818 horror story Frankenstein, an inventor driven by Promethean ambition creates a 
monster by assembling body parts drawn from "the dissecting room and the slaughter-house" and even "the 
unhallowed damps of the grave" into a humanoid creature. Yet the experimenter, Victor Frankenstein, soon 
comes to regret his overambitious attempt to construct a facsimile of his own species. The monster, bitterly 
envious of its creator's happiness and feeling doomed to loneliness and rejection, turns violently against his 
inventor's friends and family, laying waste to their world and leaving only remorse and heartbreak as 
legacies of a misguided experiment in human self-replication. 

The U.S. sociologist Kim Scheppele, without pushing the analogy too far, describes today's Hungary 
(presided over by another Viktor) as a "Frankenstate"—that is, an illiberal mutant composed of ingeniously 
stitched-together elements of Western liberal democracies. What she shows, remarkably enough, is that 
Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has succeeded in destroying liberal democracy by implementing a clever 
policy of piecemeal imitation. He has created a regime that represents a happy marriage between Carl 
Schmitt's understanding of politics as a series of melodramatic friend-versus-enemy confrontations and the 
institutional façade of liberal democracy. When the European Union criticizes the Orbán government for 
the illiberal character of its reforms, that government is always quick to point out that every controversial 
legal change, rule, or institution has been faithfully copied from the legal system of one of the EU's 
member states. Thus it should come as no surprise that [End Page 117] many Western liberals look at the 
political regimes in Hungary and Poland with the same "horror and disgust" that filled the heart of Victor 
Frankenstein when he beheld his creature. 

To understand the origins of today's Central and East European illiberal revolution, we should look neither 
to ideology nor to economics, but instead to the pent-up animosity engendered by the centrality of mimesis 
in the reform processes launched in the East after 1989. The region's illiberal turn cannot be grasped apart 
from the political expectation of "normality" created by the 1989 revolution and the politics of imitation 
that it legitimized. After the Berlin Wall fell, Europe was no longer divided between communists and 
democrats. It was instead divided between imitators and the imitated. East-West relations morphed from a 
Cold War standoff between two hostile systems into a moral hierarchy within a single liberal, Western 
system. While the mimics looked up to their models, the models looked down on their mimics. It is not 
entirely mysterious, therefore, why the "imitation of the West" voluntarily chosen by East Europeans three 
decades ago eventually resulted in a political backlash. 

For two decades after 1989, the political philosophy of postcommunist Central and Eastern Europe could 
be summarized in a single imperative: Imitate the West! The process was called by different names—
democratization, liberalization, enlargement, convergence, integration, Europeanization—but the goal 
pursued by postcommunist reformers was simple. They wished their countries to become "normal," which 
meant like the West. This involved importing liberal-democratic institutions, applying Western political 



and economic recipes, and publicly endorsing Western values. Imitation was widely understood to be the 
shortest pathway to freedom and prosperity. 

Pursuing economic and political reform by imitating a foreign model, however, turned out to have steeper 
moral and psychological downsides than many had originally expected. The imitator's life inescapably 
produces feelings of inadequacy, inferiority, dependency, lost identity, and involuntary insincerity. Indeed, 
the futile struggle to create a truly credible copy of an idealized model involves a never-ending torment of 
self-criticism if not self-contempt. 

What makes imitation so irksome is not only the implicit assumption that the mimic is somehow morally 
and humanly inferior to the model. It also entails the assumption that Central and Eastern Europe's copycat 
nations accept the West's right to evaluate their success or failure at living up to Western standards. In this 
sense, imitation comes to feel like a loss of sovereignty. 

Thus the rise of authoritarian chauvinism and xenophobia in Central and Eastern Europe has its roots not in 
political theory, but in political psychology. It reflects a deep-seated disgust at the post-1989 "imitation 
imperative," with all its demeaning and humiliating implications. [End Page 118] 

The origins of the region's current illiberalism are emotional and pre-ideological, rooted in rebellion at the 
humiliations that must necessarily accompany a project requiring acknowledgment of a foreign culture as 
superior to one's own. Illiberalism in a strictly theoretical sense, then, is largely a cover story. It lends a 
patina of intellectual respectability to a desire, widely shared at a visceral level, to shake off the colonial 
dependency implicit in the very project of Westernization. 

The Counterrevolution Against 
Liberalism 
When Poland's Jarosław Kaczyński accuses "liberalism" of being "against the very notion of the 
nation,"1 and when Orbán's lieutenant Mária Schmidt says "we are Hungarians, and we want to preserve 
our culture,"2 their overheated nativism embodies a refusal to be judged by foreigners according to foreign 
standards. In effect, they are saying "we are not trying to copy you, and therefore it makes no sense for you 
to consider us botched or poor-quality copies of yourselves." To repeat, the self-styled "ideology" of 
illiberalism ranks below its proponents' emotional urge to restore national self-respect by denying that 
Western liberalism provides the model to which all societies must conform. The abhorrence of compulsory 
imitation is primary, the intellectual criticism of the model being imitated merely secondary and collateral. 

To be sure, this humiliation-driven repudiation of liberal ideas and institutions has not emerged in a 
vacuum. Favorable ground for an illiberal counterrevolution has been prepared by several important shifts 
in global political affairs. Authoritarian China's rise as an economic powerhouse has dissolved what had 
once been seen as the intrinsic link between liberal democracy and material prosperity. While in 1989 
liberalism was associated with appealing ideals of individual freedom, legal fairness, and governmental 
transparency, by 2010 it had been tainted by two decades of association with really existing and inevitably 
faulty postcommunist governments. The disastrous consequences of the Iraq War, launched in 2003, 
discredited the idea of democracy promotion. The economic crisis of 2008 bred a deep distrust of business 
elites and of the "casino capitalism" that almost destroyed the world financial order. Central and East 
Europeans turned against liberalism not so much because it was failing at home as because in their view it 
was failing in the West. It was as if they had been told to imitate the globally dominant West just as the 
West was losing that very dominance. Such a context could hardly have favored the politics of imitation. 

The counterrevolutions that broke out in Hungary in 2010 and Poland in 2015 represented a perfectly 
predictable return of the repressed. Attempts by Central and East Europeans to imitate post-1945 



Germany's way of dealing with its recent history turned out to encounter insuperable problems. [End Page 
119] 

German democracy rests on the assumption that nationalism leads ineluctably to Nazism. The transnational 
EU originated as part of a geopolitical strategy to block a potentially dangerous reassertion of German 
sovereignty by integrating the country economically into the rest of Europe and by giving the Federal 
Republic a "postnational" identity. In Germany, as a result, ethnonationalism came close to being 
criminalized. Central and East Europeans, by contrast, find it difficult to share such a negative view of 
nationalism—first, because their states are children of the age of nationalism that accompanied the breakup 
of multinational empires; and second, because nationalism played an essential role in the mostly nonviolent 
anticommunist revolutions that began in 1989. 

In Central and Eastern Europe, unlike in Germany, nationalism and liberalism are likely to be seen as 
mutually supporting rather than clashing ideas. Poles would find it absurd to cease honoring the 
nationalistic leaders who lost their lives defending Poland against Hitler or Stalin. The region also was 
forced to suffer for decades under communist propaganda that reflexively, indeed numbingly, denounced 
nationalism. Here is perhaps another reason why Central and East Europeans feel wary of Germany's 
obsessive desire to detach citizenship from hereditary membership in a national community. For a time 
during the 1990s, the Yugoslav wars led Europe as a whole (including the postcommunist portion) to see or 
pretend to see nationalism as the root of all evil. In the long run, however, the identification of liberalism 
with antinationalism did more than merely make people less prone to support liberal parties in 
postcommunist countries. It also made liberalism, including so-called constitutional patriotism, seem to be 
a new "German ideology" designed to govern Europe in the interests of Berlin. 

The Double Meaning of Normality 
The revolutions of 1989 seemed exciting at the time, but viewed in retrospect, they turn out to have been 
colorless revolutions. "Not a single new idea has come out of Eastern Europe in 1989," François Furet, the 
great historian of the French Revolution, famously observed.3 Germany's leading philosopher Jürgen 
Habermas concurred. He was not especially scandalized by "the lack of ideas that are either innovative or 
oriented towards the future," since for him the East European revolutions were "rectifying revolutions"4 or 
"catch-up revolutions."5 Their goal was to return East European societies to the mainstream of Western 
modernity by allowing the East Europeans to gain what the West Europeans had long possessed. 

In 1989, Central and East Europeans were not dreaming of some perfect world that had never existed. They 
were longing for a "normal life" in a "normal country." As Poland's Adam Michnik later confessed, "My 
obsession has been that we should have a revolution that [does] [End Page 120] not resemble the French or 
the Russian, but rather the American, in the sense that it be for something, not against something. A 
revolution for a constitution, not a paradise. An anti-utopian revolution. Because utopias lead to the 
guillotine and the gulag." His cry was therefore "Liberty, Fraternity, Normality."6 When Poles of his 
generation spoke of "normality," it should be said, they did not mean some earlier precommunist period of 
Polish history to which their country could happily revert once the parenthesis of Soviet occupation was 
closed. What they meant by "normality" was the West. 

Czechoslovakia's Václav Havel described his country's struggle to escape communist rule as "simply trying 
to do away with its own abnormality, to normalize."7 After decades of living with eyes focused on a 
purportedly radiant future, the main idea now was to live in the present and to enjoy the pleasures of 
everyday life. 

This elevation of Western "normality" as the principal goal of political revolution had two perverse effects. 
It dramatically raised the question of how to reconcile "normal" in the sense of "what is widespread in one's 
country" with "normal" in the sense of "something that the West somehow is while the East is not." It also 
made emigration the natural choice of Central and East European revolutionaries. 



One of the crucial problems with communism was that its ideal was a society that never existed and that 
nobody was sure ever would exist. One of the central problems for Westernizing revolutions, on the other 
hand, is that the model they aim to imitate is constantly morphing before our eyes. The socialist utopia may 
have been eternally unreachable, but at least it possessed a comfortingly unchanging quality. Western 
liberal democracy, by contrast, has proved shape-shifting and protean to an extreme. Because Western 
normality is defined not as an ideal but as an existing reality, every change in Western societies brings a 
new image of what is normal. Just as technology companies insist that you should buy their latest model 
and make it difficult to rely on the previous one, the West insisted that only Europe's latest postnational 
political model was worth buying. 

The disturbing effect of an elusively changing "normality" is best illustrated by the way Central and East 
Europeans have reacted to changing cultural norms in Western societies over the last two decades. In the 
eyes of conservative Poles in the days of the Cold War, Western societies were normal because, unlike 
communist systems, they cherished tradition and believed in God. Then suddenly Poles discovered that 
Western "normality" today means secularism, multiculturalism, and gay marriage. Should we be surprised 
that Poles and their neighbors felt "cheated" when they found out that the society they wanted to imitate 
had disappeared, washed away by the swift currents of modernization? 

If, in the immediate aftermath of 1989, "normality" was understood largely in political terms (free 
elections, separation of powers, private [End Page 121] property, and the right to travel), during the last 
decade normality has increasingly come to be interpreted in cultural terms. As a result, Central and East 
Europeans are becoming mistrustful and resentful of norms coming from the West. Ironically, as we shall 
see below, Eastern Europe is now starting to view itself as the last bastion of genuine European values. 

In order to reconcile the idea of "normal" (meaning what is widespread at home) with what is normatively 
obligatory in the countries they aim to imitate, East Europeans consciously or unconsciously have begun to 
"normalize" the model countries, arguing that what is widespread in the East is also prevalent in the West, 
even though Westerners hypocritically pretend that their societies are different. East Europeans often 
relieve their normative dissonance—say, between paying bribes to survive in the East and fighting 
corruption to be accepted in the West—by concluding that the West is really just as corrupt as the East, but 
Westerners are simply in denial and hiding the truth. 

A liberal revolution of normality was not thought to be a leap in time from a dark past to the bright future. 
It was instead imagined as a movement across physical space, as if all of Eastern Europe would be 
relocating to the House of the West, previously seen only in photographs and films. Explicit analogies were 
drawn between the unification of Germany realized after the Wall came down, and the idea of a unified 
Europe. In the early 1990s, in fact, many East Europeans burned with envy at the astonishingly lucky East 
Germans, who had overnight collectively migrated to the West, waking up miraculously with West German 
passports in their hands and (so some thought) deutschmark-stuffed wallets in their pockets. If the 1989 
revolution was a regionwide westward migration, then the main question was which East European 
countries would arrive first at their shared destination. 

Exit, Imitation, and Disloyalty 
On 13 December 1981, General Wojciech Jaruzelski declared a state of emergency in Poland, and tens of 
thousands of participants in the anticommunist Solidarity movement were arrested and interned. A year 
later, the Polish government proposed to release those willing to sign a loyalty oath as well as those 
prepared to emigrate. In response to these offers, Adam Michnik penned two open letters from his prison 
cell. One was entitled "Why You Are Not Signing" and the other "Why You Are Not Emigrating."8 His 
arguments for not signing were straightforward. Solidarity activists should not swear loyalty to the 
government because the government had broken its faith with Poland. They should not sign because 
signing to save one's neck would mean humiliation and loss of dignity, but also because, by signing, they 



would be putting themselves in the company of people who had betrayed their friends and their 
ideals. [End Page 122] 

As for why the jailed dissidents should shun emigration, Michnik thought this required a more nuanced 
answer. A dozen years before, as a Polish Jew and one of the leaders of the March 1968 student protests in 
Poland, Michnik had been distressed to see some of his best friends leave the country. He also watched as 
the communist regime tried to persuade ordinary people that those who left had done so because they cared 
nothing about Poland: Only Jews emigrate—that was how the government had tried to turn Pole against 
Pole. 

By 1982, Michnik was no longer angry at his friends who had left the country fourteen years before. He 
also recognized the important contribution of the émigré community to the birth of Solidarity. But while 
admitting that emigration remained a legitimate expression of personal freedom, he strongly urged 
Solidarity activists not to go into exile, because "each decision to emigrate is a gift to Jaruzelski." 
Moreover, dissidents who left for freedom beyond Poland's borders would be betraying those who stayed 
behind, especially those working and praying for a better Poland. Leaving would also undermine the 
democratic movement and help the communists by rendering society too easily pacified and by associating 
the opposition cause with selfishness and disloyalty to the nation. The best way to show solidarity with 
one's suffering countrymen and to resist the communist rulers was to refuse the poisoned gift of personal 
freedom in the West, for being able to emigrate and thereby enjoy such freedom was hardly an option for 
the vast majority of Poles. 

By deciding not to emigrate, Michnik argued, the imprisoned activists would also give meaning to those 
who had decided to emigrate earlier and were supporting the Polish resistance from abroad. Freedom itself 
means that people have a right to do what they want. But in the circumstances of 1982, "the interned 
Solidarity activists who choose exile are committing an act that is both a capitulation and a desertion." 
Michnik admitted that this statement sounded harsh and intolerant and that some might think it conflicted 
with his belief that "the decision to emigrate is a very personal one." But in 1982, to emigrate or not to 
emigrate was the ultimate loyalty test for Solidarity activists. Only by choosing to remain in jail instead of 
taking up the attractive offer of personal freedom in the West could they earn the trust of their fellow 
citizens, upon which the future of a free Polish society depended. 

If in 1982 emigration was an act of betrayal, that is not how it seemed in 1992. After 1989, the desire to 
have what Havel called "a normal political life" led to mass emigration. If in East Germany "exit" 
was [End Page 123] followed by "voice" (to use Albert O. Hirschman's famous terms), then in Central and 
Eastern Europe it was the other way around: Voice came first, then exit. At first, euphoria over 
communism's end fed hopes for immediate, radical improvement. Central and East Europeans would wake 
from the communist nightmare to freer, more prosperous, and, above all, more Western countries. When no 
magic and instant Westernization came, many took their families and left for the West. After the shocking 
success of a revolution aimed at copying Western normality, Michnik's harsh 1982 claim that emigration to 
the West was a capitulation and a desertion no longer made any sense. The personal choice to decamp to 
Western Europe could no longer be stigmatized as disloyal to nations devoted to becoming like the West. A 
revolution that had made imitation of the West its goal could give no strong reasons against westward 
emigration. 

Revolutions as a rule force people to cross borders—moral borders if not territorial ones. When the French 
Revolution broke out, many of its enemies decamped. When the Bolsheviks set up their dictatorship in 
Russia, millions of White Russians left the country and lived abroad for years with suitcases packed in 
hopes of a Bolshevik collapse. In these cases, however, the defeated enemies of the revolution were the 
ones who left. The contrast brings out the historical anomaly of 1989. After the velvet revolutions, it was 
the winners—not the losers—who moved away. Those most impatient to see their countries change were 
also the ones most eager to plunge into the life of a free citizenry. They were the first to go abroad to study, 
work, and live in the West, taking their pro-Western inclinations with them. 



It is hard to picture Leon Trotsky, after his Bolsheviks won, deciding that it was time to go study at Oxford. 
But that is what Viktor Orbán and many others did. And they had good reasons to do so. Unlike the French 
and Russian revolutionaries, who believed that they were building a new civilization hostile to the old order 
of throne and altar, and that Paris and Moscow were where this future was being forged, the revolutionaries 
of 1989 were strongly motivated to travel to the West in order to see up close how the normal society they 
hoped to build at home actually worked in practice. Every revolutionary wants to live in the future, and if 
Germany was the future of Poland, then the most heartfelt revolutionaries might as well pack up and move 
to Germany. 

The dream of a collective return to Europe made such a choice both logical and legitimate. Why should a 
young Pole or Hungarian wait for his country one day to become like Germany, when he could start 
working and raising a family in Frankfurt or Hamburg tomorrow? After all, it is easier to change countries 
than to change your country. When borders were opened after 1989, exit was favored over voice because 
political reform requires the focused cooperation of many organized social interests, while emigration 
requires only you and yours. The mistrust of [End Page 124] nationalistic loyalties and the prospect of a 
politically united Europe also helped to make emigration the political choice for many liberal-minded East 
Europeans. This, alongside the vanishing of anticommunist dissidents, is why Michnik's thundering against 
emigration lost its moral and emotional punch after 1989. This brings us to the refugee crisis that struck 
Europe in 2015 and 2016. 

Demography Is Destiny 
The dominant storyline of the illiberal counterrevolution in Central and Eastern Europe is encapsulated in 
the inverted meaning of the idea of an "open society." In 1989, the open society meant a promise of 
freedom, above all a freedom to do what had been previously forbidden, namely to travel to the West. 
Today, openness to the world, for large swaths of the Central and East European electorate, connotes not 
freedom but danger: immigrant invasion, depopulation, and loss of national sovereignty. 

The refugee crisis of 2015 brought the region's brewing revolt against individualism and universalism to a 
head. What Central and East Europeans realized in the course of the refugee crisis was that, in our 
connected but unequal world, migration is the most revolutionary revolution of them all. The twentieth-
century revolt of the masses is a thing of the past. We are now facing a twenty-first–century revolt of the 
migrants. Undertaken anarchically, not by organized revolutionary parties but by millions of disconnected 
individuals and families, this revolt faces no collective-action problems. It is inspired not by ideologically 
colored pictures of a radiant, imaginary future, but by glossy photos of life on the other side of the border. 

Globalization has made the world a village, but this village lives under a kind of dictatorship—a 
dictatorship of global comparisons. People these days no longer compare their own lives only to the lives of 
their neighbors; they also compare themselves to the most prosperous inhabitants of the planet. Thus if you 
seek an economically secure life for your children, the best thing you can do is to make sure that they will 
be born in Denmark, Germany, or Sweden, with the Czech Republic or Poland as perhaps second-tier 
options. 

The combination of an aging population, low birth rates, and an unending flow of outmigration is the 
ultimate source of demographic panic in Central and Eastern Europe, even though it is expressed politically 
in the nonsensical claim that invading migrants from Africa and the Middle East pose an existential threat 
to the nations of the region. Immigration anxiety is fomented by a fear that unassimilable foreigners will 
enter the country, dilute national identity, and weaken national cohesion. This fear, in turn, reflects a 
largely unspoken preoccupation with demographic collapse. Between 1989 and 2017, Latvia hemorrhaged 
27 [End Page 125] percent of its population; Lithuania, 22.5 percent; Bulgaria, almost 21 percent. Two-
million East Germans, or almost 14 percent of the country's pre-1989 inhabitants, decamped to West 
Germany in search of work and a better life.9 



The number of Central and East Europeans who left their home region (mostly bound for Western Europe) 
as a result of the 2008 economic crisis exceeds the total number of refugees who came to Western Europe 
from outside Europe, including the refugees from Syria. About 3.4 million people left Romania in the 
decade after 2007—numbers usually associated with a war or some other catastrophe. Three-quarters of 
these Romanians, moreover, were 35 or younger when they left. The threat that confronts Central and 
Eastern Europe today resembles the prospect of depopulation that East Germany faced before the 
communists put up the Berlin Wall. It is the danger that working-age citizens will leave the East to pursue 
lives in the West. 

Panic in the face of a nonexistent immigrant invasion10 should be understood as a distorted echo of a more 
realistic underlying fear that huge swaths of one's own population, including the most energetic and able 
young people, will leave the country and settle permanently abroad. The magnitude of the post-1989 
migration out of Central and Eastern Europe explains why there has been such a deeply hostile reaction to 
the refugee crisis across the region even though hardly any refugees have relocated to it (as distinguished 
from transiting across it). 

Fear of diversity is at the core of the rise of European illiberalism, but it has a different meaning in the East 
than in the West. In Western Europe, illiberalism is born of the fear that liberal societies are unable to cope 
with diversity. In the East, the question is how to prevent diversity from arising in the first place. If a 
century ago Eastern Europe was the continent's most ethnically diverse part, today it is unbelievably 
homogeneous. Only 1.6 percent of current Polish citizens were born outside Poland, while the proportion of 
Muslims among Polish citizens is less than 0.1 percent. 

Accounting for Anti-Immigrant Hysteria 
The trauma of people pouring out of the region explains what might otherwise seem mysterious—the 
strong sense of loss in countries that have benefited from the political and economic changes since 1989. 
Across Europe, the areas that suffered the greatest hemorrhaging of population in recent decades have been 
the ones most inclined to vote for far-right parties. This strongly suggests that the illiberal turn in Central 
Europe, too, is deeply rooted in the mass exodus from the region, especially of young people,11 and the 
demographic anxieties that this outmigration has left behind. 

The second factor explaining anti-immigrant hysteria without immigrants brings us back to our main 
argument. While there has been no [End Page 126] "invasion" by African and Middle Eastern immigrants 
trying to settle in the region, Central and East Europeans are constantly exposed through sensationalized 
television reporting to the immigration problems that plague Western Europe. The consequence is a new 
understanding in the East of the essential divide between the two halves of the continent: While the East is 
still homogeneous and monoethnic, the West is viewed as having become heterogeneous and multiethnic as 
a result of a thoughtless and suicidal policy of allowing easy immigration. The radical revaluation of values 
here is remarkable. Rather than West Europeans being considered far ahead and East Europeans far behind, 
West Europeans are now described, in the rhetoric of xenophobic populists, as having lost their way. In the 
febrile imaginations of these populists, Western Europe has become the periphery of a Greater Africa and 
Greater Middle East. 

As a result, Western Europe no longer represents the model of a culturally triumphant West that Central 
and East Europeans long aspired to imitate. On the contrary, the open societies of Western Europe, unable 
to defend their borders against foreign (and especially Muslim) "invaders," provide a basically negative 
model, a living picture of the social order that East Europeans are most eager to avoid. 

To resurrect the moral disapproval that once attached to emigration, Central and East European populists 
must reject the claim that Hungary, Poland, or the other countries in the region can succeed politically and 
economically only if they faithfully imitate the West. The rise of nationalistic rhetoric and the illiberal turn 
in the East look suspiciously like a desperate attempt to build a "loyalty wall" that will stanch the 



hemorrhaging and stop young Central and East Europeans from leaving their countries. Formulated 
differently, populists in Warsaw and Budapest have turned the refugee crisis in the West into a "branding 
opportunity" for the East. Only if the nation stops trying to be like the West will its citizens stop 
leaving for the West. To halt outmigration, it is necessary to ruin the reputation of the West as a land of 
opportunity and to tear down the idea that Western liberalism is the gold standard of an advanced social 
and economic order. Western Europe's open immigration system is rejected less because it has invited in 
Africans and Middle Easterners than because it has served as an irresistible magnet for Central and East 
Europeans themselves. 

Europe today is haunted by the specter of reverse imitation. The players in the post-1989 "imitation game" 
are, at least in some respects, changing places. In a few cases, the mimics have become the models and vice 
versa. The ultimate revenge of the Central and East European populists against Western liberalism is not 
merely to reject the "imitation imperative," but to invert it. We are the real Europeans, Orbán and 
Kaczyński claim, and if the West wants to save itself, it will have to imitate the East. As Orbán revealingly 
declared in a speech in July [End Page 127] 2017, "Twenty-seven years ago here in Central Europe we 
believed that Europe was our future; today we feel that we are the future of Europe."12 
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This text is a condensed and lightly edited version of a panel discus-
sion. For further information about the panel and the series of which it 
was a part, along with brief bios of the panelists, see the box on page 
88. Another box, on page 90, contains a list of works mentioned dur-
ing the discussion. Thanks are owed to Dean W. Jackson and Marlena 
Papavaritis for producing the initial transcription.

Marc F. Plattner: The concept of transitions has been central to dis-
cussions of democratization for more than three decades now. “Transi-
tion” has been the primary term used to describe the political changes 
that typified what Samuel P. Huntington labeled the “third wave” of 
democratization—the birth of new democracies in well over fifty coun-
tries that has made democracy the most common form of regime in the 
world today. The heyday of transitions was the 1980s and the 1990s. 
But by the turn of the twenty-first century, the birth of new democracies 
had slowed down, partly because so many countries had already become 
democratic. As a result, political scientists turned their attention to is-
sues of democratic consolidation, and then to the quality of democracy.

In a widely discussed and influential essay in the January 2002 issue 
of the Journal of Democracy, Thomas Carothers called into question 
the continuing value of what he called “the transition paradigm.” For a 
moment it seemed as if the notion of transition might have become out-
dated or at least outlived its usefulness. But with the “color revolutions” 
in the former Soviet Union, and more recently and even more dramati-
cally with the regime changes associated with the “Arab Spring” and the 
political opening in Burma, the question of democratic transitions has 
returned to center stage.

The use of the word “transition” to refer to a change in political re-
gime is relatively new. A key role in introducing the term in this sense 
was played by a much-cited article written in 1970 by political scientist 
Dankwart Rustow, entitled “Transitions to Democracy: Toward a Dy-
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namic Model.” Writing before the beginning of the third wave, Rustow 
argues that most political scientists of his day focused on how democ-
racy can be preserved and strengthened where it already exists, mainly 
in North America and Western Europe. Yet this is of little help to schol-
ars studying developing countries, who are more interested in what he 
calls “the genetic question” of how a democracy comes into being in the 
first place.

Rustow’s article is cited as a source of inspiration by what is still 
the single most influential study of transitions, the four-volume work 
Transitions from Authoritarian Rule, edited by Guillermo O’Donnell, 
Philippe Schmitter, and Laurence Whitehead and published in 1986. By 
then, of course, the third-wave transitions to democracy in Southern Eu-
rope and many of those in Latin America had already occurred. As the 
books’ title suggests, the phenomenon they are addressing is not the 
gradual evolution from oligarchy to democracy that Rustow had focused 
on, but the rapid fall and replacement of authoritarian regimes, which 
may lead either to the introduction of democracy or to some new form of 
authoritarianism. They define transition quite broadly as the interval be-
tween one political regime and another. Yet they emphasize one particu-
lar path for transitions, one that is neither violent nor revolutionary but 
proceeds through negotiation between the outgoing authoritarian regime 
and its democratic opposition, and often relies upon formal or informal 
pacts or agreements that provide security guarantees to both sides.

This template of transition, elaborated by O’Donnell and Schmitter 
on the basis of the southern European and Latin American experiences, 
came to be applied to other regions as well, though not without debate 
among scholars about how well it “traveled,” particularly to the post-
communist cases. This model was also applied in a rather crude way 
by governments and democracy-assistance agencies, with every country 
where an authoritarian ruler had been ousted described as “in transi-
tion” to democracy, no matter how weak its claim to actually be moving 
toward democracy. This is what prompted Tom Carothers to call for an 
end to the transition paradigm, as he contended that there was no regular 
sequence of stages that countries go through following the fall of an 
authoritarian regime. Instead, he argued that many countries said to be 
undergoing a democratic transition were in fact stuck in what he called 
the “gray zone,” and there was no certainty that they would soon, or 
indeed ever, emerge as liberal democracies.

Although Carothers’s widely heralded article promoted a great deal 
of useful rethinking and greater caution in applying the transition para-
digm, it clearly failed to bring about its demise. So with the color revo-
lutions, and now even more prominently with the Arab Spring, political 
scientists and public officials once again have couched their analyses in 
terms of the old transition paradigm.

Before turning to our panelists, let me mention one final point. The 
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term most readily available as an alternate to transition is “revolution.” 
Now, there are many reasons why the idea of revolution is no longer as 
fashionable today as it was some decades ago, not least because of the 
bitter experience of the totalitarian revolutions of the twentieth century. 
Yet this assertion needs to be qualified, because although revolution 
may no longer be fashionable in the West or among scholars, it is still 
often the term preferred by those who overthrow dictatorial regimes. 
The protagonists of the successful North African uprisings of the past 
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few years tend to speak reverently of the revolution; in fact, the more 
violence and suffering that were inflicted upon an eventually victorious 
opposition, the stronger seems to be its attachment to the idea of revo-
lution. Although we have learned the hard way that revolutions in the 
name of democracy often bring heavy costs and can make difficult the 
establishment of a stable democracy, there’s also a counter-argument—
namely, that nonviolent or gradual transitions, which tend to leave sub-
stantial parts of the old regime unreformed, also may pose substantial 
obstacles to democratic progress.

Donald L. Horowitz: The so-called concept of transitions to democracy 
is not really a concept, and it certainly wasn’t a paradigm; it was just a 
category or a set of ideas about how democracy might happen. There were 
several versions of loose sequences and actors and stages that might be 
involved. As a matter of fact, in Rustow’s original article there was very 
wide room postulated for individual agency on the part of the actors; it 
was far from deterministic. It is a kind of standard story in social science: 
Someone identifies a pattern or two associated with a phenomenon, others 
glom onto it, and then it’s discovered that the pattern is not universal. This 
shouldn’t shock us, because it is so common, but it doesn’t make the ideas 
utterly worthless. There are various paths to democracy, and it’s worth 
trying to identify them. Carothers charged that the transition paradigm im-
plied that elections were tantamount to the accomplishment of democracy. 
There, I think, he was on the money; that equation was perhaps pursued 
too far, especially by those giving democracy assistance. Elections are the 
sine qua non of democracy, but scholars quickly identified some missing 
elements even where you had more or less democratic elections. The term 
“illiberal democracy” was popularized by Fareed Zakaria, and similar no-
tions were around in political science and still are. A few other elements 
were pushed much too far by academics; my favorite is “pactology,” the 
notion that authoritarians and the democratic opposition must make pacts 
for reciprocal protection before democracy can proceed. Now, the fact that 
some pacts were made doesn’t make them universal requirements; in Indo-
nesia, for example, there were no pacts at all.

The same goes for the notion of “splits” between hard-liners and 
soft-liners both in the authoritarian government and in the democratic 
opposition, so that moderates on both sides can then negotiate the transi-
tion. Sometimes there are no credible negotiators, and therefore street 
demonstrations have to bring down the regime; or worse, real violence 
has to be employed for that purpose.

So we need a lot of room for variability in the process of democra-
tization. But I want to emphasize two variables, which I would call the 
tyranny of starting conditions and the fortuity of early choices. I’ll say 
more about the second later, but I want to give a few examples of the im-
portance of diverging starting conditions, especially in the Arab Spring.
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The unspoken assumption that three unpopular Arab tyrannies, when 
overthrown, would somehow move in more or less the same direction 
was of course mistaken. But look at the variation at the start: You could 
have identified this variation early on. Tunisia didn’t have to fight to 
oust its dictator; Libya did, and the result is that Libya is awash in arms 
(and there’s a little bit of comparative evidence that democratic regimes 
that come to power through force of arms are less likely to be durable). 
Or consider the popular affection for the Egyptian army versus the pop-
ular hatred of the Tunisian army. So the Egyptian army could still be a 
major player, but the Tunisian transition has been civilian-dominated. 
Or the more even balance between Islamists and secularists in Tunisia 
and in Libya than in Egypt. Or the greater exposure to Western demo-
cratic ideas of Tunisia’s Ennahda party, and especially its leader Rachid 
Ghannouchi, than of Muslim Brotherhood leaders in Egypt, which has 
fostered a lot more respect for the opposition in Tunisia’s constitutional 
process. Or consider the great divisions among liberals in Egypt, often 
because the leader of each political party wanted to run for president; 
in this way presidentialism helped to fracture the liberal movement in 
Egypt. Or the intense regionalism that creates a major cleavage line that 
cuts across others in Libya, but doesn’t exist in the other countries. So 
you’ve got divergent starting conditions, and therefore you can’t expect 
a uniform process or a similar trajectory. 
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Larry Diamond: Just a few observations: I was struck when I went to 
Burma by just how stunningly relevant what’s happening there is to the 
whole literature and debate on transitions. I think that the Burmese tran-
sition does feature hard-liners and soft-liners on each side. It is certainly 
involving negotiations right now. Burma can’t get to democracy without 
constitutional change—and that’s going to require a political pact or 
some kind of agreement at some point, because the constitution essen-
tially gives the military a veto on constitutional change. The democracy 
that is born out of these negotiations—if it comes into being—in some 
ways is going to be a diminished democracy, or what Schmitter has 
called a democracy with birth defects, because it’s inevitably going to 
make concessions to the military (though hopefully not as distorting of 
democracy as the ones embedded in the current constitution).

Second, let me offer a brief additional observation about Tom 
Carothers’s seminal article on the transition paradigm. It was perhaps 
a bit overstated in order to stimulate debate, and it was one of the most 
remarkably successful articles that the Journal of Democracy has ever 
published. But as a student of Marty Lipset, I’d like to say something 
about the debate on preconditions: I think Carothers’s article goes much 
too far in the opposite direction from Rustow and the genetic argument. 
It stresses the importance of starting conditions and the fact that not 
all countries have equal chances to make democracy work. Well, that’s 
obviously true in the literal sense.  But I think that we can fall into a spe-
cious deterministic argument: “Mali’s an incredibly poor country; why 
are you wasting your money there and trying to generate democracy?” 
Lipset never intended his argument to be interpreted in this way; he en-
titled his original 1959 article “Some Social Requisites of Democracy,” 
not social prerequisites, and he kept returning to this distinction. In my 
view, the only absolute precondition for achieving a democratic transi-
tion, aside from Rustow’s background condition of a reasonably coher-
ent state (which he labeled, going I think a bit too far,  “national unity”), 
is a set of elites who decide for whatever reasons that democracy is in 
their interest. Yes, if you’re as poor as Mali, it’s tough to make it work 
and to sustain it, and one exogenous shock can destabilize everything. 
But we shouldn’t discount the possibility of democratic transitions in 
unlikely places, even if the odds are against it. 

Francis Fukuyama: Actually, I think that most of the transitions 
over the last decade are not very much like the third-wave transitions, 
and therefore that this literature is not all that helpful. I think the recent 
transitions are more like those of the first wave, which began with the 
French Revolution and continued up until the victory of universal suf-
frage in most of Europe. Unlike the late twentieth-century transitions in 
Latin America and Eastern Europe, which were primarily elite-driven, 
top-down affairs, the transitions in nineteenth-century Europe were 
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driven by popular mobilization, especially the pressures created by the 
revolutions of 1848, which were suppressed but then created the ground 
for the expansion of the franchise throughout Europe in the succeeding 
decades.

There’s a literature on what I think is a really important question: Is 
democracy conquered or granted? Adam Przeworski actually has an article 
with that question in the title; he does a statistical analysis, and I think he 
shows pretty clearly that the bulk of the transitions in the first wave were 
conquered rather than granted. But the Eastern European and the Latin 
American ones of the third wave all took place in countries that had prior 
experience of democracy, and in a sense the imposition of either military 
rule or communism was seen by a lot of those populations as an aberration 
from what should have been their normal path of development. Therefore 
there was much more elite willingness to negotiate their way out of that 
particular form of authoritarianism; that’s why you get all this pact-mak-
ing, because the big problem is how do you get these elites to agree with 
one another and come to some peaceful path toward democracy? In some 
cases, such as Romania and the Czech Republic, there was popular mobi-
lization once the thing got going, but the initial impetus came from Gor-
bachev and from within the elite. Similarly, the militaries in Latin America 
just got tired of ruling, so they were willing to give power back to civilians.

The Arab Spring was very different, and so were the color revolutions, 
because those were all based on popular mobilizations. That is something 
we should not lose sight of. You cannot have democracy unless you have 
the political mobilization of important social groups. This has happened 
throughout the Arab world, contradicting all the cultural stereotypes 
about Arab passivity. Of course, it’s not going to lead to anything like 
Western liberal democracy anytime soon, but this is really how democ-
racy happened in Europe in the nineteenth century: People just couldn’t 
take it anymore; they got really mad, they went out on the streets, they 
risked their lives, and they overthrew regimes. That’s something that by 
and large didn’t happen in a lot of the early third-wave transitions. 

And by the way, Larry, the only pacted, elite-driven transition among 
the recent cases is Burma, which is why you saw so many resonances 
there with that earlier transitions literature. The transitions in Libya, in 
Egypt, and in Tunisia didn’t begin with cracks in the elites. They were 
really the result of very, very heavy pressure from people in the street, 
and that just didn’t happen in Latin America or Eastern Europe.

Larry Diamond: I don’t think your last sentence is true. There’s a 
reason that the military got tired of ruling in Brazil and some other plac-
es. There was actually much more popular protest than some accounts 
of these transitions recognize, and I think that it’s hard to make this 
kind of black-and-white distinction between the earlier transitions of 
the post-1974 period and the later ones. Clearly, the color revolutions 
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and the Arab Spring cases were based on popular upsurges, but in the 
Philippines in 1986 there was a “people power” revolution, and in South 
Korea and in some of the Latin American transitions there was a lot of 
popular mobilization as well.

Marc F. Plattner: One way of clarifying the concept of transition is to 
ask about what comes after it. The next stage, if one follows the usual se-
quence, is said to be consolidation. And while there is general agreement 
that it makes sense to talk about transitions, I think there is more disagree-
ment about whether consolidation is a useful term, whether it means any-
thing other than a democracy surviving, which could be due to a variety of 
causes. So is it useful to speak about a phase of consolidation?

Francis Fukuyama: I think it’s not helpful. Democracy is a complex 
set of institutions that involves accountability, rule of law, and an ad-
equate state; they have to work in conjunction with one another, and suc-
cessful democracy happens when you successfully institutionalize all of 
these different components. So the idea that there’s a ratchet effect—if 
you have two elections with turnover, that gets you to democracy for good 
and you’re not going to slip back—just doesn’t make sense theoretical-
ly, and it’s belied by what actually happens in some countries. Look at 
Hungary right now; it had several successful competitive elections in the 
1990s and 2000s, and now it has a government that is slowly dismantling 
a lot of elements of Hungarian democracy. The ratchet metaphor is really 
misleading, because you can have political decay anywhere. There’s no 
reason to think there is a necessary one-way movement of history. All 
along we should have been focusing on the institutionalization of democ-
racy much more than on the initial ending of autocracy. 

Donald L. Horowitz: I don’t think that consolidation is necessar-
ily at odds with institutionalization, although institutionalization is 
perhaps the higher standard. I think there are some probabilistic in-
dicators that you can look at to see if democracy is in a process of 
consolidation: when the military is not able to take power because it’s 
discredited, demoralized, burned by experience, or highly factional-
ized; when there’s a balance among civilian political groups such that 
they would unite against an aspiring dictator; when elections are rou-
tinized; and when the courts have carved out a more or less indepen-
dent arena that extends to cases with political overtones (and the test 
for this would be that even unpopular judicial decisions are accepted). 
If you use indicators like this—and I suspect you could make a longer 
and more useful list—you notice that having more than just two politi-
cal groups that are at odds with one another is a facilitating condition 
for democracy, because if one group attempted to take power, others 
would unite against it. I don’t think consolidation is a totally useless 
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concept. I don’t think any of these concepts necessarily get us very far, 
but they’re categories of thought, containers if you like, into which 
you can pour a lot of useful content.

Larry Diamond: I think the principal focus needs to be on the depth 
and quality of democracy and its ability to perform and deliver. So I 
agree with Frank on that, and I think that Frank’s work is really seminal 
in returning our attention to the quality of the state—not just of the rep-
resentative institutions of democracy but the “output” institutions of the 
state. If you think about consolidation as the crossing of some threshold 
of stability, of solidity, of consensus, then I think that the concept is 
useful. And it is observable, not only in the indicators that Don just ar-
ticulated, but also in public opinion when, whatever the cynicism about 
politicians or dissatisfaction with the way democracy is working, com-
mitment to democracy as the best form of government remains high.

Second, most of the literature on consolidation does not say what 
some simplistic renderings of it suggest: that consolidation means irre-
versibility. There is some sort of process by which democracies can be 
consolidated through institutional or normative changes that occur dur-
ing a period of time beyond the transition. I think the transition simply 
ends when the basic definition of democracy is achieved: a regime in 
which people can choose and replace their leaders in reasonably free and 
fair elections, with a minimal surrounding climate of freedoms as well 
as accountability in between elections.

Two more points: There is a very close relationship between consoli-
dation and the achievement of a high quality of democracy. You don’t 
see many consolidated democracies that haven’t crossed some threshold 
in terms of capacity, institutionalization, and the like. 

Finally, there is something we can call the deconsolidation of de-
mocracy. If you see political decay, then what does it look like and how 
can we recognize it? We should not be too sanguine that, just because 
Greece (or Hungary, for that matter) is part of the EU, democracy is sta-
ble for all time there. A process of political decay is going on when you 
get a neo-Nazi party getting seven percent of the vote in Greece. You 
can’t just look the other way and say, “Well, they’re just frustrated with 
their economic situation.” That’s part of taking seriously Tom Caroth-
ers’s appeal not to think teleologically.

Marc F. Plattner: I would just add that there is a clear temporal dimen-
sion to the notion of transition. O’Donnell and Schmitter define it as the 
interval between one political regime and another. In cases like Tunisia 
or Libya or Egypt, where an old regime has fallen and there’s some sort 
of interim structure that explicitly claims to be a stepping stone toward 
a new regime, it does seem to make sense to define that interim period 
as a transition. During that period NED and other democracy-assistance 
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organizations try to help groups that are supporting the transition. But if 
that transition is successful, at some point the government says, “All right, 
now we have a democratically elected government, and not an interim or 
temporary structure.” At that point, external assistance is no longer sup-
porting a transition, it is trying to aid the strengthening, deepening, or 
stabilizing of democracy—in other words, democratic consolidation.

Larry Diamond: There is a critique of the consolidation literature 
implicit in this discussion that’s very valid and has big implications 
for democracy assistance and how NED does its work. If there is some 
threshold that gets crossed, and there’s reasonable stability, public buy-
in, and some degree of consolidation, there may still be massive prob-
lems of weak institutions, poor democratic performance, and fragility in 
a lot of respects. I think the democracy-assistance community is mak-
ing a huge mistake when it looks at places like South Africa and says, 
“Well, they’ve crossed the threshold; now we can put our resources and 
attention elsewhere.” These places remain very fragile, very subject to 
reversal. I don’t think democracy is consolidated there or virtually any-
where else in sub-Saharan Africa, and this implies some serious rethink-
ing about the choices we’re making.

Marc F. Plattner: Why don’t we now move to the question of wheth-
er there’s a future for democratic transitions. Obviously, we’re in the 
midst of some continuing (or derailed) transitions in the Arab world. 
Are these fated to fail? Can they still be rescued? Larry’s already dis-
cussed Burma—is there some hope that a transition there will succeed? 
And then looking at the longer term, what about key authoritarian coun-
tries such as China, Russia, and Iran? Are they plausible candidates for 
a transition to democracy in the foreseeable future? 

Donald L. Horowitz: I want to talk a little bit more about the Arab 
Spring countries. I mentioned earlier the fortuity of early decisions. I’m 
not making a case for the inevitability of path dependence, but I want to 
emphasize that early decisions with respect to institutional architecture 
can have a very large impact. Let me tick off just a few. 

Consider the Egyptian decision to use the French-style presidential 
run-off where there was likely to be a highly fragmented field. This al-
lowed Mohamed Morsi, with 25 percent of the vote in the first round, 
to make it to the second round on the basis of a pretty thin plurality 
and then to win the presidency. I think that wasn’t a great institutional 
choice given the fragmentation of political alignments. Or consider Lib-
ya’s July 2012 elections for the General National Congress, in which the 
western part of the country got far more seats than the eastern part on the 
basis of purported population ratios. There was tremendous disappoint-
ment in the East, and some violence as a result. Subsequently, Libya 
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wisely opted for a 60-member elected body to draft a new constitution, 
with 20 members from each of its three regions regardless of population, 
just as it had done in 1951. Note, by the way, that historical memory 
plays a big role in institutional choices. 

There are two kinds of historical memory: good recollections and rec-
ollections of what you’d like to avoid. The latter were very powerful in 
Indonesia, and they narrowed choices considerably. Libyans, however, 
had a good recollection of the 1951 process. For the forthcoming constit-
uent assembly election, they have opted (unwisely, I think) for first-past-
the-post elections for each of the 60 seats, with only a hundred signatures 
required to nominate a candidate. Presumably, many candidates will run, 
nearly 700 at last count, and many delegates will be elected by very, very 
small pluralities, far short of fifty percent. When you add that together 
with a very tight deadline to produce a constitution—and there shouldn’t 
be tight deadlines to deliberate on a constitution if you can avoid them—
it can really undermine the legitimacy of the product. 

The details of the institutional architecture really matter for the pros-
pects for democratization. They will matter in Burma too, which will 
need a very carefully designed federalism to bring minorities along, 
and a skillful program to induce the military to withdraw from politics. 
There are many other cases from which the Burmese can learn about 
both these questions. There are plenty of badly designed federations 
around: Consider Nigeria’s first republic or Pakistan between 1947 and 
1971 (and even now). Federal schemes have lots of hazards. Demands 
for the proliferation of states are very common, as is discrimination 
against non-natives of the new state components of federations. These 
are very big problems that need to be attended to at the outset.

There are many lessons about getting the military out of politics; the 
Indonesians, as it happens, did a very good job of this. But institutional 
designers often pick the wrong examples; they look to the most success-
ful democracies rather than to countries with problems similar to their 
own that seem to have made progress; or they look to the institutions of 
the ex-colonial power. So it’s important to help them find appropriate ex-
amples, and international advisors haven’t always been very good at this.

Larry Diamond: Another issue of institutional design that is often 
ignored is how to limit the potential accumulation of power, so that the 
stakes of elections are lowered and there are some institutions capable of 
checking and constraining monopolistic tendencies early on. You need 
a strong judiciary, a stronger legislative power, and institutions of hori-
zontal accountability. 

Despite all China’s innovations in using nondemocratic methods to 
get accountability and better governance, its system is in a very advanced 
state of decay. I think they are one financial crisis away from the collapse 
of the Chinese Communist Party because the hatred of the party and of its 
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corruption is now gathering so much steam. I wish that Xi Jinping would 
launch an incremental process of transition of the kind that took place 
across the strait in Taiwan; otherwise, I think there is a real danger. The 
PRC [People’s Republic of China] looks strong, confident, and dynamic, 
but there is a lot of rot in the foundations and in public attitudes, and if 
they don’t get going with incremental reform, things could unfold in a 
lot of interesting ways, including a sudden Soviet-style collapse. I don’t 
think we should wish for this because there’d be a vacuum. There are 
no institutions, no opposition, no national parties, nor even any effec-
tive civic networks yet. The outcome could fall into the category of “Be 
careful what you wish for”—not a breakthrough to democracy but mili-
tary rule or some kind of ugly, nationalistic, noncommunist, Putin-style 
leadership, which might make military moves on the disputed offshore 
islands to divert public attention from all its domestic frustrations. China 
will be a place to watch in the next ten to fifteen years.

Francis Fukuyama: I don’t disagree that you need all these checks 
on power when you’re designing institutions; I just think that formal-
ly specifying them isn’t going to help very much. You may say, “OK, 
you’re going to have an independent constitutional court,” and then the 
president just appoints one of his cronies to head it because there isn’t 
a deep tradition of judicial independence. Too much attention to the 
formal rules obscures the fact that things are so fluid in these early de-
mocracies that everything really depends on the ability of the underlying 
social groups to mobilize and to get their way. That might be the most 
important aspect to think about. At the time of the Glorious Revolution, 
for example, why is it that the new king finally agreed to a constitution? 
Our Stanford colleague Barry Weingast thinks that it’s because they 
designed this brilliant, game-theoretic, stable pact, but the formal agree-
ment didn’t create stability by itself. The key is that the parliamentary 
side had guns, and the king knew that if he violated the pact, they’d take 
their guns out of their cabinets and try to chop off a royal head again. 

Marc F. Plattner: Before moving on to the question of lessons for de-
mocracy assistance, I want to add a word about legitimacy. It’s very strik-
ing that, even though people may be dubious about whether there will be 
democratic transitions in countries like China or Russia or Iran, the pros-
pect somehow seems not wholly unrealistic. In The Spirit of Democracy, 
Larry makes this point in comparing India and China: India scores much 
worse on all kinds of indicators, but people would be shocked if fifteen 
years from now India had a different kind of regime, whereas no one would 
really be shocked if China’s authoritarian regime were to fall during that 
time period. I think that helps explain why the whole notion of transitions 
has caught on. For decades now, authoritarian regimes have been dropping 
like flies, often without being confronted by the kind of mobilization one 
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would think is necessary to make authoritarian rulers give up their grip on 
power. I think that has something to do with the superior legitimacy that 
democracy still enjoys compared to authoritarian regimes.

Having promised that we’ll get to the question of democracy assis-
tance, let me move on then and ask what implications emerge from our 
discussion that might provide guidance to organizations like NED and 
many others that are engaged in assisting democracy abroad. Frank, you 
indicated that you thought lots of things were being done the wrong way.

Francis Fukuyama: I can put it really simply. I think we pay too 
much attention to civil society, and not enough to political parties or to 
helping democratic groups come up with programmatic ways of govern-
ing. If you want to have a democracy, there are really three stages you 
have to go through. First, you need to have the initial mobilization that 
gets rid of the old authoritarian regime. Second, you have to hold the 
first free election, which means that you have to learn how to organize 
a political party. To this day, I don’t think anyone has come up with an 
alternative to the political party as a means of electoral mobilization. 
That is why political parties exist. Civil society cannot substitute for 
them in taking on that function. 

Finally, once you get through the first election and you have a new 
democratically elected government, it has to be able to deliver public 
services, public goods, and all the things people are hoping for from 
democracy. It’s at the second and third stages that democratic activists 
often mess up. Samuel Huntington said that students and young people 
are terrible at organizing things. They can organize demonstrations and 
protests, but to organize a political party that can get out the vote in rural 
areas and in every single precinct in the country is something really be-
yond their ability. Of course, teaching these skills is the stock and trade 
of organizations like NDI and IRI, but I think that even more assistance 
is needed to help civil society activists make the transition to becoming 
a well-oiled political machine. 

And then comes the governing part. Larry and I were just in Ukraine 
at a meeting of alumni of CDDRL’s Draper Hills Summer Fellows pro-
gram who live in the former Soviet Union. There was a large Georgian 
delegation there, and we had some very interesting discussions about 
what’s gone on in Georgia. I think that the big difference between the 
Rose and the Orange Revolutions can be found in that third stage—what 
you actually do once you have come to power in a democratic revolu-
tion. The Ukrainians basically turned the state over to a bunch of old 
political hacks that had come out of the nomenklatura. Yushchenko was 
one of these people, even though he came to represent the face of the 
Orange Revolution; Yulia Tymoshenko was another such hero of this 
democratic revolution. Yet neither of them made any effort to deal with 
the thorough corruption of the state in Ukraine or to make it deliver 
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more effectively. The Georgians under Saakashvili undertook a reform 
of their bureaucracy, beginning with the security services. They were 
committed to seeing to it that you wouldn’t have to bribe the police in 
order to get them to protect you. And they worked to introduce “one-
stop shopping,” where you can go to a government agency for a license 
or registration of a business and get it right away. They were remarkably 
successful in these efforts. They went a little bit too far, arresting too 
many people and engaging in some very questionable practices, but they 
are in a much better situation than Ukraine is right now. After they had 
their transition and then their initial elections, they figured out how to 
make their state run a little better, whereas Ukraine got bogged down at 
this third stage. So we need to pay more attention to stages two and three 
if we really want to make sure that these revolutions don’t get reversed. 

Donald L. Horowitz: I agree with Frank, and I want to carry it even 
further and in a different direction. I think external involvement matters, 
and if you’re looking for proof, there’s a very easy case. The OSCE was 
operating in Eastern Europe to raise the standards for the treatment of 
minorities. It used a lot of carrots and sticks, and it essentially demanded 
things that Western European countries would never have tolerated at 
home, particularly quotas for minorities in various institutions. 

There are a lot of ironies in external involvement. A lot of outside 
organizations—I’m thinking of International IDEA, UNDP, and some 
others—have been developing a consensus on standard prescriptions re-
garding both the substance and the process of institutional design for 
new democracies. But if I’m right about the tyranny of starting condi-
tions, then following standard practices is generally a bad idea. Let me 
give you an idea of what some of the elements of that consensus are. 
There’s an emerging consensus that parliamentary democracy is always 
better than presidential democracy; but the literature isn’t unanimous on 
this, and there are often reasons to favor presidentialism. With regard 
to electoral systems, there’s a very strong consensus that proportional 
representation (PR) is best, especially for achieving minority represen-
tation. Yet there now are studies that show that geographically concen-
trated minorities actually do better under first-past-the-post than they 
do under PR. Sometimes PR is an especially apt system; it can rein-
force multipolarity, for example. But sometimes it’s not; it can reinforce 
fragmentation where that’s a problem, and it can retard the growth of 
broadly based parties that can aggregate diverse interests. 

As for the process of making new institutions, the consensus is strong-
ly in favor of complete transparency in constitutional deliberations. But 
it is well known that politicians find it difficult to reach compromises 
when everybody’s watching. Jon Elster has said, I think quite rightly, 
that you need secrecy in negotiation and openness about results. But that 
subtlety has been lost on those who favor transparency at all stages. The 
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consensus also favors extensive popular participation in constitution-
making so that the public “takes ownership” of the process. That is to 
say, the constitution makers have to educate the public on what a consti-
tution is about and get the public’s feedback about what ought to be in 
the constitution. But this is likely to come at the expense of deliberation 
and consensus-formation among the elected members of the constituent 
assembly or the politicians who are going to have to make the new insti-
tutions work. Despite these very strong recommendations for extensive 
popular participation, there is not even a scintilla of evidence that it 
improves the durability or the democratic content of constitutions. And 
there are costs. Educating the public on the details of a constitution re-
quires a lot of time and effort that could be spent soliciting good advice 
and evaluating it carefully in the light of starting conditions. 

So my bottom line is that practitioners should avoid a priori standard 
formulas, because very small differences in the context from one coun-
try to another can be surpassingly important. What they really ought to 
do is start reading the Journal of Democracy.

Larry Diamond: Yes, and if they do, “The End of the Transition 
Paradigm” is one of the things they would read, and they would see in 
Tom Carothers’s analysis a reflection of what Don has just said: It’s 
very important to get the political analysis right in each country; there’s 
got to be a meeting in some way between our comparative and theoreti-
cal knowledge and the facts on the ground. 

I just want to make a final point. I think everything Frank said about 
parties and institutions is unassailable, but I think that the international-
assistance community also makes a mistake by abandoning civil society 
after the transition. I hate to keep coming back to South Africa, but I 
have to call attention to the death of that country’s seminal institution in 
building a democratic civil society, IDASA [the Institute for Democracy 
in Africa, which shut down in March 2013]. Whatever other specific rea-
sons may have been involved, its closure was due in significant part to 
the fact that international financial support for its work in South Africa 
simply dried up. People said, “Come on, it’s South Africa, an established 
democracy in a middle-income country; they don’t need help. There are 
all these rich South African businessmen, many of them liberal, and they 
should support institutions like this.” Well, these businessmen are all wor-
ried about offending the ANC by overtly supporting independent civil 
society institutions like IDASA, so they’re not going to do so. So where is 
this kind of institution supposed to get funding? If we say, “Civil society 
doesn’t need to be a priority anymore; let’s focus just on political institu-
tions,” we risk harming both. Often the energy for institutional innovation 
and reform comes from civil society, and partnerships between civil so-
ciety and political parties or between civil society and the state can yield 
significant benefits. It’s very important not to lose sight of that. 
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