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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Studying the Relationship
Between Parties and Democracy

PARTIES AND DEMOCRACY: NOT
A STRAIGHTFORWARD RELATIONSHIP

When we talk about parties and democracy, it is usually within the repre-
sentative democracy framework. However, it has been forgotten that
democracy—party linkages were not part of the early philosophical basis of
liberal-democratic thought (as we show in Chapter 2). Theoretical adap-
tations including references to parties evolved later under the pressure of
real-life processes. Philosophical linkages with establishing the ideational
basis for modern capitalist development had also impacted on the under-
standing of politics in line with rationalism and a (political) market, where
choices are made.

Historically, it had been in British and American philosophical milieus
where the distinction had been made between parties and factions.
Parties are organizations, which fruitfully debate between belief systems.
Factions, on the other hand, are recognized as organizations that
primarily promote private interests. For such a definition the size of
factions does not matter. Rather, what is important is that factions are
organizations that unite citizens based on ‘some common impulse of
passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the
permanent and aggregate interests of the community’ (Madison 1787).
Such distinctions have been too often forgotten both in the political
science literature on democracy and in the party literature. So has the

© The Author(s) 2024 1
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understanding of the initial evolution of parties as intermediary institu-
tions between society and the state. In real life, representative (indirect)
representation via political parties has been dissociated from the account-
ability of the government to the political community and control over
parties/factions (Mair 2005).

More broadly, the literature on democracy has appeared to have
evolved without the systematic development of the party politics aspect
of democracy, including its dynamics. Rather, democracy has been gener-
ally equated with party governing. Post World War Two, the model of
liberal democracy with parties at its core had been developed based on
empirical studies of democracy in the Western world. This practice had
evolved particularly in the United States of America in the frame of a set
of literature that had been nicknamed ‘empirical liberalism’. Since then,
it has been a globally promoted model of democracy. What is particularly
important is that the globally exported definition of a polyarchy (democ-
racy for a big share of society) (Dahl 1971) included conditions for liberal
democracy with a stress on the minimal conditions for democracy. The
minimal conditions had been set as low as to only include continuous
political competitions among individuals, parties or both in the frame of
regular elections. The original sin of this definition is in creating a basis
for satisfaction with the minimalistic, elitist electoral democracy in political
practice within a nation state and too often also in political science.

Besides this, at least five trends can be observed in political thought
since the 1970s. The first is the reductionism of ideas developed in the
frame of classical democratic theory. The key reductionism is replacing the
idea of consent with primarily a retrospective control over government
and taking interest groups rather than political individuals as fundamental
actors in the political system (Goodwin 2001, 283). In the post-electoral
democracy, bases for democracy have even multiplied and include ‘one
person, many interests, many votes, many representatives, both at home
and abroad’ (Keane 2015, 514-515). Nevertheless, in this framework
political parties don’t seem to be disappearing. They keep playing various
roles in political decision-making directly or indirectly at various levels of
governing. However, in practice, models of governing have gone beyond
the classical liberal-democratic model.

Second, the liberal philosophy’s linking with rationalism and partic-
ularly the American understanding of the democratic process in line
with the economic process have contributed to the increasing reduc-
tionism in studying parties. Competition among parties has often been
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seen as a political game while parties have been increasingly detached
from society. Political science has proliferated and fragmented into very
narrow subfields. Reductionist approaches in studying party politics and
democracy have lost sight of the bigger picture.

Third, models of democracy have evolved since the Second World War
within and beyond national borders. We present a short overview of them
in Chapter 2. What is worth mentioning here is that different models of
democracy also include different understandings of the role of parties.
Some don’t explicitly mention political parties at all.

Fourth, a large amount of literature has developed over the last few
decades that is based on the understanding of the steering (of societies,
various international and transnational political communities) as gover-
nance rather than governing. Networks of various actors, rather than the
state and political parties, are brought into focus. In this frame, issues of
power seem to have lost their place on the political science radar.

Fifth, ideas of illiberal democracy from the beginning of the twen-
tieth century had started resurfacing again since the 1990s. Real-life
undemocratic and anti-democratic trends have been flourishing, partic-
ularly during the last decade, both in new and old democracies. They
even triggered the development of a thesis on the new global autocrati-
zation wave (Lithrmann and Lindberg 2019). Illiberalism and the related
changes in political systems have often been closely associated with demo-
cratic backsliding led by particular parties and their leaders (Zakaria 1997;
Bermeo 2016; Runciman 2019).

To summarize: a long-term simplistic view of the relationship between
parties and democracy has been challenged. In times of democratic back-
sliding, it is particularly important to gain a better understanding of
the relationship between parties and democracy. Why and how does this
relationship change? Are party and party system characteristics causing
democratic backsliding? If so, under what circumstances? Can parties do
that in any social circumstances?

PuzzLES FROM THE REAL WORLD
AND FROM THE POLITICAL SCIENCE VIEW

At the empirical level, there are several important issues—direct triggers
of our research.

First, in the last several decades, the quality of democracy has not
changed in the same direction in all countries at the same time. A decline
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in democracy is only one of the trends in the current world, albeit a very
important one (Coppedge et al. 2020). Moreover, there is little consensus
on when, where and why democratic backsliding occurs (Jee et al. 2022).

Second, democratic backsliding tends to be studied in isolation from
other periods/stages of governing models. The longer-term fluidity of
democracy seems to be overlooked. So have been the questions on
whether/how various periods/stages of changes in democracy may be
interconnected. Such isolationist studies of democratic backsliding are in
contrast to stagist analysis and the conceptualization of stages in transi-
tions to democracy. Also, this contrasts with findings that sudden changes
in democracy are quite rare.

Third, studies of democratic backsliding are often focused on the
role of individual politicians with autocratic tendencies in spite of other,
rather obvious factors. At least the dependency of individual’s role on the
support of other actors (who support such a leader for various reasons)
can be acknowledged together with existing analysis of relevant social
structures (economy, socio-economic characteristics) over time.

Furthermore, there are several grey areas in the party literature that
call for more attention.

There are also several puzzles that relate directly to party literature. For
example, in the literature on party systems we find the expectation that
party system characteristics may impact on democracy (Mainwaring and
Torcal 20006). This is often presented as a thesis on a very abstract level
without substantial elaboration. In research, the relationship between
studying party politics and studying democracy has varied, but such
research hasn’t been substantial or systematic.

In the party literature, a thesis has evolved that party system deinstitu-
tionalization (to some extent also including fractionalization) and polar-
ization are the key factors impacting on democratic decline. However, it
is unclear exactly how, in what ways and when this happens.

In the context of a post-socialist party system, party and party system
institutionalization has been believed to be linked to the consolidation of
democracy. Based on that assumption, it could be hypothesized that party
system instability is not compatible with the consolidation of democ-
racy. However, institutionalization of party systems in several post-socialist
countries had been linked to the freezing of either democratic transition
(as in Montenegro) or democratic consolidation (as in Croatia).

Past research had found that the destabilization of party systems does
not endanger democracy in Western countries. On the other hand, more
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recent research also points at examples—but not the overall rule—of a
potential interconnection between party system instability and decline in
democracy in Western countries. More precisely, there are processes of
weakening of democratic norms and institutions, which resonate with
Bermeo’s definition of democratic backsliding as state-led debilitation of
the political institutions sustaining an existing democracy (Bermeo 2016).
Such processes may happen in very different contexts.

Fragmentation has often been included in studying institutionalization
in order to determine the scope of the party system. However, many
decades ago, political scientists had revealed that the number of parties in
itself does not say much about party system characteristics (Mair 1999).
To the best of our knowledge, no research has shown that there is a
significant relationship between party fractionalization and the level of
democracy. However, there are party sizes and qualities of relationships
among parties that really matter.

In the context of studying democratic backsliding it has been polariza-
tion that has been exposed as a factor that may harm democracy (McCoy
et al. 2018), particularly when linked with populism (Kaltwasser et al.
2017; Orenstein and Bugari¢ 2020). However, there is also research that
has found that a higher level of party polarization can produce behaviour
among citizens that contributes to democracy (an increase in party identi-
fication, a rise in election turnout due to clearer voters’ choices) (C. Wang
2014; Lupu 2015; A. Wang 2019; Dalton 2021).

In addition to the above-mentioned political science challenges, we
understand that our research takes place in the context of several contra-
dictory treatments of political parties in relation to democracy. The
Western-based political science and global political teaching that parties
are critical actors in democracy and that there is no democracy without
political parties only presents one stream. There are also political science
warnings that political parties have been replacing their connections with
demos through other linkages. These shifts make political parties prob-
lematic for democracy. Similarly, the role of personalities, their wealth and
global power above institutions (including political parties) are becoming
a threat to democracy. So too is the role of international networks of
actors acting beyond, and hidden from, the state.

What makes studying the relationship between political parties and
democracy particularly important is the increasingly frequent interna-
tional crises, which have been noted as potential factors of democracy.
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Democracy’s failure has been believed to be caused by economic disas-
ters such as those of the 1930s and the Great Recession of 2007,/2008
(Haas 2019), severe economic inequalities (Offe and Schmitter 1996) and
also changes in capitalism (Bermeo 2022). However, a complex range of
socio-economic and political actors from within and beyond the nation
state has not been systematically included in research on factors impacting
on democracy.

THE NOVELTY OF THE BOOK AND THE THESIS

This book contains several novelties.

First, we bring together literature and research efforts from three fields:
(1) political philosophy and political thought on democracy and political
parties; (2) literature on democracy and democratization in relation to
parties; and (3) party literature.

Secondly, we systemize party literature related to issues of democracy,
which is scattered over several research streams (particularly research into
institutionalization, polarization, personalization and populism).

Thirdly, the book reconnects agency, the process approach and the
structural approach.

Fourthly, as the time dimension is lacking in studying relationships
between parties and democracy, we take it into account both in theoretical
chapters and in a case study.

The case study offers a longitudinal comparative analysis of the
dynamic changes in parties, democracy and the relationships between
parties and democracy in the changing domestic (with the exception of
the constitutional and electoral system) and international context. We
believe that Slovenia’s case study contributes to theoretical developments
in understanding party—democracy relationships.

The main thesis of the book is that party and party system character-
istics are just one segment of dynamic multiple factors in a dynamic rela-
tionship between politics, economy and society converging into particular
forms of government at certain points in time. So, there are no particular
party and party system characteristics per se, but rather a combination of
various factors that may together lead to particular changes in democracy.

The thesis is developed based on a broader theoretical framing,
presented in chapters on the theory of democracy and the relationship
between parties and democracy.



1 INTRODUCTION: STUDYING THE RELATIONSHID ... 7

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The goal of the book is to systematically reveal the relationship between
parties and democracy in general and party systems and democracy in
particular. We shall fulfil this goal by (1) analysing political philosophical
and social science literature presented in the previous section and by (2)
taking a comparative research approach in the empirical study of a variety
of party (party system)-democracy relationships in a dynamic context.
There is one post-socialist country where it is possible to conduct such a
longitudinal study while having continuously stable institutional variables
(constitutional and electoral system): Slovenia.

We seek to explain how the backsliding had been produced in Slovenia
and why, in 32 years, it has only happened once and for a very short
period. Such a political pattern evolved in spite of dynamic party system
changes since the first free multiparty elections in 1990 and polarization
varying within the same period of time.

The described complexities in Slovenia of the relationship between
party system characteristics and democracy raise the main question: What
enables the overlap of party system characteristics with a decline in democ-
racy? More precisely, we deal with several puzzling sub-questions: To
what extent do contextual variations matter when studying the relation-
ship between party system characteristics and democracy? Does the party
system institutionalization matter? Does the persistence of parties with
roots in the previous regime matter? Does the polar structure of the party
system matter? Do answers to these questions differ at various points in
time?

In relation to the main thesis presented at the beginning of this
chapter, we hypothesize that party and party system characteristics are not
a sufficient factor for such an erosion of democracy. Rather, there must
be a combination of other party system characteristics, particular political
processes and contextual factors of democracy. Furthermore, we point out
that political parties are not the sole group of agents impacting on democ-
racy, and that a strong civil society (interest groups and social movements)
along with international actors can make a critical difference in times
of weak party opposition to de-democratization trends. We expect that
empirical research will show that it is the combination of various factors
(structures and agencies) and their timing that together lead to changes
in democracy.
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RESEARCH APPROACH

In this book we engage in the current debate on the decline of democracy
and party system characteristics. As we recognize the serious limitations
of a narrow party system approach, our research is based on a combina-
tion of: (1) findings from analysing philosophical and political thought
on relations between democracy and political parties; (2) findings from
democracy-focused literature, particularly the importance of taking into
account other political, social and economic factors co-producing chal-
lenges to democracy; (3) findings from the party literature, which in
various segments reveals a variety of party and party system character-
istics believed to be factors of democracy; and (4) a time factor (dynamics
of the studied phenomena in the changing context).

Three chapters are devoted to theoretical analysis of contributions tack-
ling the relations among parties and democracy in three segments of
literature: philosophical and political thought, democracy literature and
party literature.

In frame of the case study, we search for answers to the research ques-
tions. Comparative aspects come to the fore in two ways: first, we look
comparatively at a variety of periods in Slovenia’s democracy, from tran-
sition to democracy, consolidation of democracy to its challenged period
and a short democratic backsliding episode by the time of its based on
election results; second, comparative inserts into the research include
references to other countries. This is particularly done with comparative
notes related to Hungary and Poland, which (together with Slovenia)
entered the ranks of liberal democracies during the first decade after the
transition to democracy during the 1990s.

The multi-method research approach (including data on political and
socio-economic variables, social survey data and a review of other relevant
research) is presented in more detail in Chapter 5.

SELECTION OF SLOVENIA AS CASE STUDY

In line with Dogan and Pélassy’s (Dogan and Pélassy 1990, 107-110)
case study methodological strategy, the case of Slovenia is not selected as
an illustration but rather as a case study with comparative elements, and
in some aspects as a deviant case study that brings about new theoretical
insights.



1 INTRODUCTION: STUDYING THE RELATIONSHID ... 9

Detailed arguments on the selection of Slovenia as a case study are
presented in Chapter 5. Here we only focus on a few that show Slovenia’s
main differences from Central European post-socialist countries.

First, Slovenia’s democracy trajectory is quite unique, even when
compared to other Central European countries. Hungary and Poland
have moved towards illiberal democracy, while the Czech and Slovak
experiences have varied. In 2021 in Slovenia, the quality of democracy
was reduced for a short period of time quite sharply and more than in any
other country in Eastern Europe and Central Asia after several decades
of stable democracy (Freedom House 2022b). Analysis by Repucci and
Slipowitz (Freedom House 2022a, 27) summarized changes in Slovenia
with these words: “[the] country suffered a significant decline in civil
liberties as Prime Minister Janez Jansa’s populist government increased
its hostility toward civil society groups and the media and continued to
undermine independent institutions and the rule of law’.

Second, unlike many post-socialist countries, the Slovenian institu-
tional framework has been stable for more than three decades. Slovenia’s
case study is valuable due to the extraordinary stability of the 1991
constitutional system and electoral rules. This includes the parliamen-
tary constitutional system and proportional electoral system. Long-term
institutional stability allows for a longitudinal analysis of a changing party
system as well as a broader socio-economic and international context.

Third, in comparison with post-socialist Europe (Vachudova 2021),
Slovenia’s party system (understood as a system of interactions formed by
inter-party interactions) has been dynamic since its establishment, while
at the same time democracy has persisted continuously for three decades.
Slovenia is also interesting as an example of a long-term low party system
institutionalization and high democracy, in contrast to Hungary’s case of
a high party system institutionalization and democratic backsliding (Casal
Bértoa and Enyedi 2021).

At first sight, Slovenia’s developments may be explained, at least to
some extent, by the party system. However, in order to get as full an
insight as possible, it is important to take into account insights from both
party system literature and democracy literature, in which the importance
of agency and context is stressed.

The Slovenian case speaks against both: (1) the understanding of
democracy as an inevitable consequence of modernization, a linear process
of democratization; and (2) the notion that democratic backsliding is a
linear process from democracy to an authoritarian system (Hanley and
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Cianetti 2021). Rather, the Slovenian experience captures a fluid pattern
of democracy.

The case study of Slovenia reveals that both dynamic changes in the
party system and the consolidation of democracy may also be feasible in
the post-socialist context and that there are factors additional to party
system instability that may together produce a shift away from democracy.
Indeed, it happened in 2021, after several decades of stable democracy,
that the quality of democracy in Slovenia was reduced by the weakening
of democratic norms and institutions quite sharply and more than in
any other country in Eastern Europe and Central Asia (Freedom House
2022b). These processes are in line with Bermeo’s (2016) definition of
democratic backsliding as state-led debilitation of the political institutions
sustaining an existing democracy.

Democratic backsliding overlapped with the period of Slovenian
Democratic Party government led by Janez Jansa (from March 2019
to March 2022). However, the path to it had been paved by changes
in parties and the party system since the beginning of the 2000s.
Jana’s government was not formed based on elections, but due to Sarec
(the centre-left government’s Prime Minister) stepping down. In the
circumstances of taking extraordinary measures to manage the COVID-
19 crisis Jansa’s government paid special attention to implementing
the programme of the Second Republic, based on ideas resonating
Orban’s authoritarian political views. However, the 2022 national elec-
tions brought about the unprecedented victory of a new party, Movement
Svoboda, which promised a substantial return to liberal democracy.
Svoboda also formed the centre-left government.

Slovenia is among the few post-socialist countries in terms of the orga-
nizational strength of old parties as a legacy of the past. While researchers
have pointed at the negative impact of a legacy on the consolidation of
parties (van Biezen 2003), in Slovenia two parties evolving from political
organizations of the old regime had actually been successful with their
adaptation by moving toward the centre during the first decade after the
transition.

This case study also presents a dynamic view on all three main segments
under research: democracy, political parties and the context. It reveals
domestic and external factors that together co-create particular outcomes
of a fluid democracy, including several meso variables not yet revealed
in the literature as relevant. The findings encourage further comparative
qualitative and quantitative research into factors not only of democratic
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decline, but also of the success of transition and democratic stability in
the context of multiple external shocks.

Although Central European post-communist countries in particular
share many similar features, there are in fact quite distinct country trajec-
tories. Slovenia in comparison to Poland and Hungary not only illustrates
the variety but also offers some insights relevant to other countries outside
the Central European region.

For the reasons presented above (and in more detail in Chapter 5),
Slovenia serves as a very good case for exploring potential answers to
the under-researched issues of political party-democracy relationships in
order to contribute to the development of further large-scale comparative
research.

It also oftfers additional empirical insights that may feed back into theo-
retization of the relationships between party system characteristics and
challenges to democracy today. The empirical part in particular focuses
predominantly on the research issues in the post-socialist context.

The time scope of the case study covers more than thirty years. In order
to answer our research questions, we include in the empirical research the
whole period from 1988, when opposition political parties emerged, until
the overturn of Jan$a’s third government in 2022 and the establishment
of the new government based on the 2022 parliamentary elections. This
allows us to analyse the dynamics of parties, the party system, democracy
and their relationship.

Democratic backsliding in Slovenia overlapped with the period of
managing the COVID-19 crisis under the Slovenian Democratic Party
government led by Janez Jan$a (from March 2019 to March 2022).
Jansa’s party had used the second half of the mandate after the dismissing
of the centre-left government due to internal problems (the Prime
Minister, éarec, stepped down). The managing of the health crisis had
been amended by measures in line with Jansa’s party programme of the
Second Republic. Ideas in this programme echo Orban’s authoritarian
political views. In a very short period of time, the introduced changes
had been limited to changes in the dimensions and not an overall regime
change. Also, these changes appeared to be at least partly reversible.
Democratic backsliding was stopped by the 2022 national elections. Since
then, a centre-left government has been comprised of parties promising a
full return to liberal democracy.
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OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

The book proceeds as follows. We start with Chapter 2, where we analyse
political thought on democracy in relation to political parties. As rela-
tions between democracy and political parties are more directly addressed
in literature on democracy developed in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries, we dedicate to this literature a separate chapter, Chapter 3.
More recently, party literature has been increasingly engaged in research
on party and party system characteristics and challenges to democ-
racy. Chapter 4 systematically summarizes endeavours from several party
research streams. This chapter also includes a systematic overview of perti-
nent variables and indicators relevant to empirical research into relations
between party system characteristics and characteristics of democracy.
The empirical part of the book, which is dedicated to Slovenia’s case
study, includes several chapters. Chapter 5 presents both a more detailed
argumentation for the case selection and a more thorough method-
ological framework for the Slovenian case study. Empirical findings on
Slovenia’s context and evaluation of democracy over time are included
in Chapter 6. We proceed with a detailed analysis of changes in party
system characteristics since the transition to democracy in Slovenia until
the last 2022 parliamentary elections (Chapter 7). Chapter 8 brings
together a summary of empirical findings from both empirical chapters.
So, we empirically document and analyse how Slovenia’s party politics has
changed, in what context, in what time frame and with what consequences
for democracy. However, the conclusions subsection goes beyond Slove-
nia’s case study. We end with a discussion on the relevance of our findings
for further, particularly comparative, research on the relationship between
party system change and a change in democracy while recalling the bigger
political philosophical picture of parties in relation to democracy.
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CHAPTER 2

Political Thought on Democracy Related
to Political Parties

THEORIES OF DEMOCRACY

Democracy is a contested term. It is also a historical term. In Held’s
Models of Democracy, there is a whole range of models of democracy, from
the classical model of ancient Greek Athens to ideas on the cosmopolitan
model of democracy (Held 2009). In addition, many theoretical consid-
erations about democracy have more recently evolved. However, not all
models of democracy include political parties.

Within ideas of representative government, within which we now see
the important role of political parties, there is no substantial political
philosophical basis for the element of political parties in the demo-
cratic system of government. In fact, parties first gradually developed in
the Western European and North American context into a critical link
between society and politics, between the ruled and the rulers. A theoret-
ical justification for political parties, which was heavily based on the same
contexts, followed later.

More precisely, it was liberalism that formed the ideational basis for a
modern, representative government. In spite of the stress placed on the
representative (that is, indirect) form of government, liberalism primarily
focused on an individual as a unit of democratic governing.

Indeed, the key characteristics of its development from the Enlight-
enment are focused on individual rights and the individual morality of
English liberalism (John Locke and later John Stuart Mill) and German
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(Immanuel Kant) and American liberalism (Thomas Jefferson, James
Madison and Thomas Paine).

It is not only that liberal thinkers focused on the individual. They
also made a virtue of selfishness (Goodwin 2001, 37). From Hobbes
and Locke onwards, the pursuit of self-interest was accepted as man’s
proper motivation. Locke said that the ‘law as of nature’ gave man (de
facto meaning male) the right ‘to preserve his property — that is, his life,
liberty and estate, and that the task of government was to help him in
so doing’. This economic reasoning was directly exported to politics. The
classical economists’ understanding that economic man maximizes profits
was also translated into politics in the form of a thesis that a political man
maximizes the fulfilment of his interests by taking part in a governmental
process and making choices (Goodwin 2001, 37).

From Jefferson’s (like Rousseau’s and Kant’s) point of view, each
individual (the common man) has common reason and moral sensi-
bility (common sense) within himself. The premise that the individual
is the prime source of value rests on the thesis that—unlike a beast—the
individual human is rational. His rationality, his knowledge of his own
interests, individuality, originality and self-distinction are only compat-
ible with a form of political organization based on a participatory form
of government rather than an authoritarian government (‘Declaration of
Independence: A Transcription’ 2023).

The influence of the major European philosophers on the thinking
of the American Founding Fathers is well known (Conniff 1980). Even
the crafting of America’s constitution was based, among others, on the
French philosopher Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws and included a
hope to create a republic in America that would retain the virtues of
the English system without the vices of a monarchy. Locke’s influence
on America’s constitution could not only be traced by natural law philo-
sophical arguments but also justified as constitutive of the ‘best form
of government’—a representative type of government, assembling insti-
tutions similar in structure and function to those of the constitutional
democracy described in Locke’s Second Treatise.

Furthermore, the colonial nature of the British context also found its
way into British liberal thought. Locke not only treated the natives in
colonized America as irrational and unlearned (Locke 1689, 58) but even
conditioned equality on capitalist economic criteria. These criteria were
expressed in a particular conception of property. Locke held that property
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could not be separated from the labour that went into it (Locke 1690,
28). He did not recognize the pre-modern, unproductive practices of the
American Indians as equal to modern productive practices. According to
Locke, the right to ownership of land (territories) can only be claimed on
the basis of labour and use (Locke 1690, 31). It is of critical importance
that for Locke, persons without property cannot be part of civil society as
a collective and, therefore, cannot be part of a sovereign people (Locke
1689, 95-98).

Although liberalism—based on the Lockean emphasis on natural
rights—had prevailed in America, an additional stream in American polit-
ical thought had evolved that went beyond a focus on the rights of
individuals and, in fact, stressed civic humanism as an ideological coun-
terweight to liberal individualism (Nederman 2023). Civic humanism
(recalling the ancient Greek philosophy) proceeds from the premise that
human beings are social. From this perspective, natural rights in their
abstract form are questionable and need to be substantiated within the
community (Davis 1996, 43). The influence of these ideas is seen in the
conceptualization of republicanism as a form of government in which
citizens take an active part in governing.

Besides the politics of the rights of man, it is the controlled govern-
ment that underpins the American system. Indeed, Alexander Hamilton
and James Madison—like Burke—discussed limited political participation
and control in favour of the continuous (favourably enlightened) elite
(Testi 2001; Arblaster 2002). The American system of government has
remained a rather unique case of marriage between the idea of institu-
tional prevention of the arbitrary exercise of governmental power and the
Enlightenment’s individual rights.

The anticolonial nature of American political thought was also
expressed in American political philosophy. Unlike the French Enlight-
enment (e.g., Voltaire and Rousseau), American political philosophy was
built on an understanding that individual rights and interests needed to
be protected against collective ones. It was the protection of the indi-
vidual from the state (limitations of the government’s intervention into
the lives of citizens) that was primarily built into the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. The Declaration relates to ‘inalienable’ positive rights of life,
liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Meanwhile, negative rights (‘freedom
from’ rather than ‘freedom of’) prevailed in the Bill of Rights. Later,
an extreme form of liberalism—Ilibertarianism—even developed as an
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anti-state philosophy (representatives being James M. Buchanana, Robert
Nozick, Milton Friedman, F.A. Hayek, Vernon L. Smith) and found its
place in US politics as part of the conservative ‘radical right’.

All in all, it has been believed that the American ideal of democ-
racy diverged from the British ideal of democracy particularly with the
creation of the US constitution. The critical difference has been found
between Madisonian pluralist democracy favouring cooperation, delib-
eration and bargaining as ways of achieving political decisions and the
British inclination towards majoritarian decision-making in British parlia-
ment (Goodwin 2001, 275). In contrast, in the American context, the
danger of ‘permanent majorities’ very much worried Madison and other
Federalists.

LIBERAL THOUGHT AND PARTIES

For most of the known history of mankind, political parties have been
unknown as they are modern formations. Early liberal definitions of
democracy do not include political parties. However in spite of the fact
that parties did not receive extensive and systematic attention prior to the
twentieth-century systematic study, some theoreticians had even before
this period touched upon the still current concerns about the compati-
bility of organized ‘partial’ interests and factions with democracy (e.g.,
Rousseau, Hobbes and Maddisson). Nevertheless, ideas on the role of
political parties did not find their explicit place in the liberal thought.

Neither in the United States nor in the United Kingdom has a
normative model been developed in advance with political parties as
intermediary structures between individuals/citizens and government.
Nevertheless, in the old liberal-democratic systems, indirect political
representation developed spontaneously in practice.

British liberalism includes several key political ideas: modern individ-
ualism, the social contract, a strong executive and majority rule. Only to
a lesser extent can the political philosophical thought of British liberalism
be revered for the legal treatment of individual rights and freedoms in the
British model of government.

In British history, several theoretical streams evolved as to what should
be the basic unit in a system of government. This basic unit has been
redefined over the centuries. Initially, it was defined as a state, later as a
particular social group (class), and then as an individual. For Locke, who
is considered the ‘father of liberalism’ (Cram 2010, 472-473), not all
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people counted politically. He only recognized individuals who possessed
natural rights in the state of nature. Such individuals could contract with
each other to form a civil society. In doing so, they form a political body—
a body politic. This political community, in turn, empowers a chosen
political authority, which then governs in the interests of the governed.
Locke was not merely arguing for the right of people to give or withhold
their consent. He believed that people have the capacity for moral judge-
ment. This was related to the thesis that abuse of power could be avoided
if the monarch (government) was accountable to the political commu-
nity. Nevertheless, continuous dissatisfaction of the majority may have a
decisive impact on the government (Locke 1690).

Whereas Locke argued primarily for the rights of property and less
for the rights of the individual in relation to the state, Burke stressed
the importance of limiting the monarchical power, yet at the same time,
only advocated limited popular representation (Burke 1770; Judge 1993,
37-39). Mill (1861,/2001, 84-118) went even further, arguing that a
completely equal democracy would bring about risks of some evils and
pointed at the need for a person’s capacity (like knowledge and intellect)
for getting involved in democratic practices.

Contrary to Burke, Paine (who emigrated to America in 1774) recog-
nized rights as primary and government as secondary while also stressing
the need to limit the state power while legally guaranteeing human rights
(‘Thomas Paine: The Rights of Man’, n. d.).

In America, more often the negative connotations of factions/parties
were noticed in political philosophical discourse. This is especially evident
in Madison’s definition of a faction as ‘a number of citizens, whether
amounting to a majority or minority of a whole, who are united and
actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to
the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interest of
the community’ (Madison 1787,/2003, 118). Due to an aversion to the
‘mischief’ of factions, Madison analysed the possibilities of dealing with
this practically already-existing phenomenon.

One way of achieving this lay in removing its causes and the other in
controlling its effects. Since a removal of its causes would have implied
either the destruction of liberty or the prescription that every citizen
should have the same opinions, the same passions and the same interests,
this way of dealing with factions was unacceptable. It would have meant
abolishing liberty, which is, according to Madison, ‘essential to political
life.
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The second way is not feasible since ‘the latent causes of faction are
sown in the nature of man’. Although Madison found various specific
causes of factions, he stressed that the most common and durable source
of factions is the various and unequal distribution of property. Property
holders and those without property have ever formed distinct interests
in society. Madison continues at the same point: “Those who are cred-
itors, and those who are debtors, fall under a like discrimination. A
landed interest, a manufacturing interest, a mercantile interest, a moneyed
interest, with many lesser interests, grow up of necessity in civilized
nations, and divide them into different classes, actuated by different senti-
ments and views’ (Madison 1787,/2003, 119). Since the causes of factions
cannot be removed, Madison believed that the only acceptable solution
was to seek means to control the effects of factions. He believed that regu-
lation of the various interfering interests was the principal task of modern
legislation and that a spirit of party and faction was needed in the basic
and ordinary operations of government.

Nevertheless, political parties as political institutions playing an impor-
tant role in the political market as an important element of a modern
representative government were initially not even mentioned when the
American political system was being shaped. In fact, the American
constitution preceded the development of modern political parties. As
they developed in the context of historical cleavages, they were only
indirectly recognized by the Twelfth Amendment, which separated pres-
idential from vice-presidential voting in the Electoral College and (by
this procedural change) acknowledged the role of partisanship in these
elections.

THEORETICAL ADAPTATIONS TO THE REAL-LIFE
PHENOMENA OF PoOLITICAL PARTIES

Regardless, political philosophical foundational thoughts on political
parties in representative government found their way into the theorizing
of democracy under real-life pressure. The key to the acceptance of
political parties was their role in solving political conflicts.

In British history, there is at least one theoretical defence of political
parties as intermediary institutions in the system of government. Edmund
Burke (1770) included a philosophical defence of this emerging political
phenomenon in his Thoughts on the Causes of the Present Discontents.
The legal acceptance of political parties is based on the fact that political
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interests are formed first, and political parties as institutions are formed
second—even if they are framed as the common good. From this perspec-
tive, it is not surprising that the jurist Capel Lofft, as early as in 1779,
defined a political party as an institution formed for the common good
and an institution that pursues truth, freedom and virtue, as opposed to
factions that represent narrow, self-interested views and interests and are
prone to corruption (Evans 1985, 9). In line with this understanding, the
prevailing view on political parties after the Second World War was that
political parties were the ‘life and blood of democracy’ (Peele 1990, 138).

Historically, political parties gradually developed, nested in the
modernizing British political institution—the House of Commons. While
in the early stages of modernization, the political community was
conceived of as one body, which was to have one voice vis-a-vis the
monarch (Judge 1993, 13-14), factions—embryos of political parties—
developed relatively early in practice. The various adaptations of parlia-
ment and the extension of the franchise went hand in hand in the process
of the development of modern political representation.

Initially, proto political parties grew out of pre-modern splits between
Whigs and Tories in the 1770s. Early splits emerged on the issue of the
exclusion of James, Duke of York (brother of Charles II; later James
IT) from legitimate succession to the throne due to his Catholicism,
while in the 1770s, modern splits occurred between the defenders of
the monarchy (the Tories) and the advocates of increasing the power
of Parliament vis-a-vis the monarch (the Whigs). However, at that time,
political splits were actually the expression of the different interests of
powerful families (Evans 1985, 5). While the status of the monarch was
crucial in the constitutional debates of the eighteenth century, including
the issue of who shall control the executive (the monarch or the Parlia-
ment), the question of the status of political parties as institutions was also
opened. Although the King disapproved of parties, the Whigs sought to
incorporate parties into the constitution. Burke, a member of the British
parliament and political philosopher, took a critical part in a constitu-
tional debate. In his Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents,
he offered a justification of a party. He defined the party as ‘a body of
men united, for promoting by their joint endeavours the national intevest,
upon some particular principle in which they are all agreed’ (Burke 1770,
110). Using Edmund Burke’s arguments in favour of a party (contrary to
a faction as an organization for promoting private interests), the Whigs
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opposed the King’s opposition to parties and stressed the differences
between factions and parties.

In addition, John Stuart Mill (1861,/2001), who was not only a polit-
ical philosopher but also a politician, acknowledged that in representative
government, various elements of power must be organized and that the
advantage in organization is necessarily with those who are in possession
of the government. Nevertheless, he was very much disappointed with
the British party system in his time. Still, he did not dismiss the party
conflict as part of the representative government (considered to be the
best form of government). Rather, he was concerned about the lack of a
fruitful political debate between systems of belief.

In the British context, concerns related to (British) democracy, partic-
ularly its party centrism, have persisted until today. Indirect (party)
representation is built on the fact that while voters choose their represen-
tatives in democratic assemblies in general elections, it is political parties
that run the candidate selection and campaigning processes. In addition,
parliamentary parties demand discipline from their elected candidates.
A highly developed system of party whips ensures that members of the
House of Commons largely vote along party lines. Effective power is
more in the hands of the party than in the choice of individuals. The
sovereignty of Parliament remains embedded in the prevailing traditional
notion of strong government. For all of these reasons, it can be said
that in Britain, Parliament is sovereign and that Parliamentary sovereignty
replaces popular sovereignty (Kingdom 1991, 41). This British pecu-
liarity has often been neglected when attempts have been made to transfer
features of the Westminster model to other countries (Evans 1985, 1).

In America, the predecessors of the modern parties originated as
agents in political conflicts over the nature and operation of the new
polity, as the key political cleavages involved both the contest between
patriots and loyalists in the context of the struggle for independence from
Britain and the contest between the Federalists and the Antifederalists. In
spite of the fact that political parties were left out of the constitutional
system and were considered to be more or less temporary phenomena
in experimenting with the new system of government, they played very
important roles as agents of democracy in the making. Furthermore, since
the early nineteenth century, American democracy has, in fact, been party
democracy.

The experimental nature of the American political system as well as
its pragmatism overcame the problem of the missing link between voters
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and political office holders. The political parties originally grew out of the
rivalry between those politicians gathered around Jefferson and Madison
and those gathered around John Adams and Alexander Hamilton and
quickly developed into organizational vehicles to recruit and promote
candidates for public offices who were broadly sympathetic to the views of
the given party. They have also functioned to mobilize voters in support
of candidates in the electoral process, to present alternative political views
and to aggregate and represent the interests of the mass voters.

Although Madison in his thesis of Timeless Wisdom (the famous 10th
Federalist) was very critical of what we now call ‘interest groups’ or ‘spe-
cial interests’ (then called ‘factions’) for contradicting the common will
or interest, he remained a realist in his expectation that the American
republic could not be faction free. In thinking about ways to eliminate
the effects of factions as much as possible, he concluded that the only
acceptable solution was to allow numerous and well-diversified factions,
whereby no single one could dominate over all the others. In fact,
democracy needs to prevent one minority from suppressing the other
minorities.

In America, the fear of a ‘political evil’” embodied in the factions/
parties did not prevent the development of political parties. The expec-
tations of the modern party pre-successors (the Federalists and the
Republicans) that they would eliminate conflict through persuasion and
the absorption of acceptable members of the other mass-based parties
were not fulfilled. Instead, the two-party contest grew into a defining
feature of the American political system (Cummings 1996).

In a representative government, this means that every representative in
government has to walk between the factions and that the many factions
involved will have to accept bargaining and compromises in political
decision-making. In addition, the constitutional system was determined
in such a way that there is only one national institution—the House
of Representatives—that is elected directly by popular vote and could
thereby be conceivably colonized by factions. Indeed, the structure of the
US institutional system prevented the creation of programmatic parlia-
mentary parties that could create such a platform and fight for it on the
federal level and, at the same time, allowed for local variations and polit-
ical struggles among various social groups with scattered policy outcomes.
However, more recently researchers have been pointing out that party
politics has become more nationalized during the last two decades and
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that national issues tend to dominate state and even local political debates
(Hopkins 2018).

EMPIRICAL LIBERALISM AND AN OPERATIONAL
DEFINITION OF LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

As already mentioned, embryos of political parties emerged first while
philosophical and social science responses to this phenomena followed
later. However, it was the law in the British context that had been pres-
sured for practical political reasons to step in to define a political party. In
America, it was not until later in the 1800s that parties were in any way
legally regulated. From this extreme, the United States radically shifted
to another extreme by introducing extensive legal rules at various levels
of the political system (from the beginning of the twentieth century
onwards) that determined the organizational and electoral characteristics
of parties (McSweeney and Zvesper 1991).

After the Second World War, a conception of liberal democracy increas-
ingly stressed that democracy is a system of competing political organi-
zations, often understood as parties. According to contemporary liberal
conception, the party as ‘part of the whole’ is not controversial and is, in
fact, understood as one of the presuppositions of a modern (pluralist)
government in which parties compete for electoral support based on
democratic rules and win power by democratic means. The model of
liberal democracy with parties has been globally promoted (Chan 2002)
by wealthy Western countries self-determined as old democracies.

Indeed, political parties have gained the status of a fundamental part of
the democratic institutional setting (Key 1959, 12). Even based on this
common understanding, from the two main streams of political science
theorizing about democracy, two main conceptions emerged.

First, the minimalist conception of democracy understands democracy
as a system in which the rulers are selected based on competitive elections
(Schumpeter 1942 )—contrary to replacing the government by bloodshed
(Popper 1962, 124). At the core of the understanding of democracy as
electoral democracy is actually the equation of democracy with party rule.
In practice, such democracy had more or less become synonymous with
party rule (Schattschneider 1964). Together with other institutions and
procedures, political parties provided the means for peaceful change in
power. It is this that had become the essential element of distinction
between totalitarianism and democracy.
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Second, a more complex understanding of democracy would then
bring about evaluative criteria for a system to be called a democracy
(Skinner 1973, 299). However, Skinner also pointed at empirical theo-
rists of democracy as authors who insisted that they are investigating the
facts of political life using the scientific approach to empirical studying
(Dahl 19564, 1956b), while at the same time, producing normative impli-
cations. However, critics of empirical liberalism not only criticized the
supposed ideological neutrality of the system of government that actu-
ally functions as a norm of democracy based on empirical studies in
Western countries, particularly in the United States, but also the conser-
vatism of empirical theorists. The conservativism of empirical theorizing
had been found in the focus of authors such as Almond, Verba, Eckstein,
Milbrath and Lipset on stability and efficiency of the system as well as in
their attempt to generalize the conditions of stable and democratic rule
(Skinner 1973, 291-292). In addition, Dahl (1956b, 151) undermined
his alleged neutrality by stating that the American hybrid system is a rela-
tively efficient system and acknowledging that he, in fact, did not restrain
from normative analyses and prescription (Dahl 1966, 298). Even more,
critics openly pointed not only at conservativism but also at ideological
burdens of such a thesis (Walker 1966, 287-288).

Nevertheless, Dahl’s eight conditions ensuring ‘rule by the people’ or
‘democracy among a large number of people’—a genuinely democratic
political system (Dahl 1971, 1-3)—were not considered a ‘must’ in its
entirety. In fact, he stated the minimal version of polyarchy, which is
expected to be devoted to reaching its maximum. The minimal version
consists of continuous, political competitions among individuals, parties
or both in the frame of maintaining the regular elections. While this is
found to be critical for the distinction of democracy from dictatorship,
Dahl’s critics pointed at his ideological redefinition of democracy as not
giving full attention to popular political participation. By doing so, he was
also turning from an understanding of democracy as rule by the people
towards a more elitist understanding of democracy (Skinner 1973, 295-
297). Indeed, Dahl—like Schumpeter, Almond and Verba—accepted the
rule of politicians as democracy (Skinner 1973, 302). In spite of that,
Dahl’s concept of democracy has become canonical (Galston 2018, 25)
and it became a globally used standard for the evaluation of democracy.

Somewhat in parallel, another school has evolved based on the tradi-
tion of the rationality stream in liberal political thought. It is an economic
model of democracy in which the democratic process is understood in line
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with economic conceptions, including the rational behaviour of citizens
(voters) and parties (acting to maximize their electoral support; Downs
1957). His understanding of democracy was very much under the Amer-
ican influence. Indeed, Downs (1957, 137) defined democracy as: ‘a
political system that exhibits the following charactevistics: a) Two or more
parties compete in periodic elections for control of the governing apparatus.
b) The party (or coalition of parvties) winning a majorvity of votes gains
control of the governing apparatus until the next election. c¢) Losing parties
never attempt to prevent the winners from taking office, nov do winners use
the powers of office to vitiate the ability of losers to compete in the next elec-
tion. d) All sane, law-abiding adults who are governed ave citizens, and
every citizen has one and only one vote in each election’.

In spite of variations among the empirically based conceptualizations
of democracy, Goodwin (2001) points at their common characteristics,
which are in contrast with classical democratic theory. Among them, in
particular, are idealizing stability and orienting towards the maintenance
of the system, replacing the idea of consent with, at most, retrospective
control over government and seeing interest groups instead of political
individuals as fundamental political actors in the system (Goodwin 2001,
283).

ILLIBERAL VS LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

Illiberal ideas are not new. While they were recognized at the beginning
of the twentieth century, they seemed to have moved to the margins after
the Second World War but have been returning again since the 1990s.

After the Second World War, liberal democracy had been established
as a globally hegemonic understanding as well as the core of the idea
of the promotion of democracy from the Western world to other parts
of the world (Hobson 2015). It was particularly Dahl’s understanding
of polyarchy—democracy for the many—that inspired the creation of the
European Communities’ political criteria that were set for post-socialist
candidate states.

Like liberal democracy, illiberalism has remained doctrinally fluid and
context based (Vormann and Weinman 2021). Thus, it doesn’t come as
a surprise that we can find various qualifications of illiberalism in addi-
tion to some common characteristics. Nevertheless, illiberalism has been
recognized as a concept diametrically opposed to liberalism (Table 2.1)
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and, at the same time, a very complex phenomenon that requires inter-
disciplinary research (Scheiring 2021; Rosenblatt 2021). In spite of some
typical ideas linked to illiberalism, it has not been recognized as a compre-
hensive ideology in line with political philosophical criteria (Sajé and Uitz
2021).

Among the common descriptions of illiberal democracy (see, e.g.,
Zakaria 1997; Frankenburg 2022; Laruelle 2022) are two major rejec-
tions of liberalism and the promotion of selected values, institutional
principles and particular public policies. First, it fundamentally rejects
liberalism, particularly liberal concepts of equal political freedom and
civil liberties, for its alleged hypertrophic individualism and diminishing
constitutional boundaries of power. Second, it rejects some political
cultural characteristics of liberalism, including tolerance and the protec-
tion of minorities and their ‘decadent’ way of life, while favouring
traditional hierarchies, cultural homogeneity and nation centrism. In
contrast, illiberalism promotes homogeneity and nation centrism, protec-
tionism at the nation-state level, traditional social hierarchies, cultural
homogeneity and nation centrism, majoritarian rules and politicization of
cultural issues. Generally, illiberalism has been associated with unfreedom
(Saj6 and Uitz 2021). It has also been qualified as a reaction to liberalism
(e.g., in Hungary; Halmai 2021). Nevertheless, it has been recognized in
both young and old democracies (Alviar Garcia and Frankenberg 2021).

Since Fareed Zakaria’s (1997) article on illiberal democracies in Foreign
Affairs, this nickname has been increasingly used by politicians (espe-
cially by Hungary’s Prime Minister, Viktor Orban), thinktanks and mass
media. In 2021, even a special academic journal—The Journal of 1lliber-
alism Studies—was established. Indeed, the concept of illiberal democracy
has been extensively used in spite of criticism for a lack of clarity and
its overlap with many other concepts, such as conservativism, populism
and the extreme right (see, e.g., Laruelle 2022). Its use has spread to
cover several phenomena, such as a path to autocratic regime; a political
party programme; and actions that erode liberal democracy (backsliding
of democracy, democratic regression). Illiberalism has also been equated
with democratic backsliding as a global process and with international /
global linkages among right populist actors with illiberal programmes.

However, illiberalism may exist within democracy understood as: (1)
procedural democracy; (2) a formalistic democracy, in which there are
elections that ensure some elements of democracy (therefore named
‘electoralacy’); and (3) illiberal democracies as deficient democracies.
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Table 2.1 Illiberalism vs. Liberalism

Illiberalism

Liberalism

Academic status

Ideas

Democracy

A field of academic research
in a process of establishing;
A qualifier used in
contemporary political, legal
and philosophical scholarship
Political ideology/
programme

— on the rise since the 1990s

— not a comprehensive
ideology as understood in
political philosophy;

— illiberalism associated with
unfreedom;

— fundamental rejection of
liberalism

— denigrates liberal concepts
of equal political freedom
and civil liberties for their
alleged hypertrophic
individualism;

— rejects tolerance,
multiculturalism and the
protection of minorities
and their ‘decadent” way
of life;

— favours traditional social
hierarchies, cultural
homogeneity and nation
centrism, promoting
protectionism at the
nation-state level;

— promotes politicization of
cultural issues

Illiberal democracy may exist

within democracy understood

as:

— procedural democracy;

— electoral democracy;

— illiberal abuse of
democracy (democratic
backsliding);

— deficient democracies;

A political, social and
moral philosophy;
variety of liberalisms

A system of political ideas
predommant political
ideology in a modern
context;

— promotes private
property, secularism and
free enterprise;

— individual rights, civil
liberties, liberal
democracy model of
governing, consent of
the governed, equality
before the law,

— polyarchy—democracy
for the many

— historic delays in
recognition of’
citizenship /rights,
particularly for social
minorities

Democracy understood as
procedure and liberal
content;

In practice, gender and
racial issues solved with a
delay

(continued)



2 POLITICAL THOUGHT ON DEMOCRACY RELATED ... 31

Table 2.1 (continued)

Illiberalism Liberalism
Institutions Ignores, decomposes LD Favours LD political
institutions; institutions
Illiberalism is often purely
pragmatic
(non-programmatic)
Constitutionalism Routinely ignores Concept of
liberal-democratic institutions constitutionalism as
(particularly constitutional limited constitutional
boundaries of power) and government

LD rules of the game;
— promotes majoritarian rules
— uses abusive practices;

Fundamental institutional Limits participation and Supports:
preconditions for representation; — political participation,
democracy — rests on immediate — public deliberation,
communication with ‘the - collective
people’s decision-making
— erodes the public sphere — freedom of the public
sphere

LD—liberal democratic
Sources Zakaria (1997), Rosenblatt (2021), Sajé and Uitz (2021), Scheiring (2021), Frankenburg
(2022), and Laruelle (2022)

In spite of the fact that illiberal qualifications of democracy have
been persistently spreading in literature, public scholars, in general, have
pointed at the need for more academic rigorousness and have proposed
to replace the qualification ‘illiberal” with other qualifications. Landau
(2021, 426) stressed that illiberal democracy is, in fact, an unstable regime
type with strong authoritarian tendencies. Furthermore, Morlino (2021)
reminded us of older regime typologies, particularly of a ‘hybrid regime’
type, that can be connected to its possibly triple sets of legacies (the
deterioration of democracy, the deterioration of authoritarianism or the
weakening or transformation of personal rule). More precisely: “If the
hybrid vegime comes from previous authovitarianism or traditionalism, then
it is progress. If it is the vesult of democvatic deteriovation, it is a painful
regression’ (Morlino 2021, 150).

As our research interest is in the roles of political parties and party
systems, it is interesting to note that illiberalism literature has not yet gone
beyond mentioning particular individual illiberal leaders, their parties
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and countries or a comparison of such cases. In general, literature on
illiberalism seems to cover, first of all, general issues of democracy,
constitutional issues (particularly the roles of government in relation to
democracy, especially division of power), political institutions and proce-
dures, including elections, and particular public policies (e.g., focusing
on mass media, nongovernmental organizations, selected marginal social
groups and cultural issues). All in all, issues of the role of political parties
in illiberalization processes seem to be primarily covered via an analysis
of the executives’ roles in such processes and less so in terms of party
politics.

A VARIETY OF OTHER DEMOCRATIC
IDEALS IN THE FRAME OF A NATION
STATE AFTER THE SECOND WORLD WAR

In the Western part of the world, some normative ideals of democracy
emerged after WWI. They have varied quite a lot.

In the 1970s and 1980s, authors who critically assessed elitist and
Western political practice-oriented empirical theorists, such as Dahl,
turned to ideas on the development of democratic characteristics that
were missing in real-life Western democracies. The proliferation of ideas
on mending libeval democracy included the orientation towards actively
involving citizens—as in participatory democracy (Pateman 1970; Barber
1984). Another segment of literature stressed the democratic role of
citizen associations in associative democracy (Hirst 1994). Some other
authors believed that the missing democratic qualities could be developed
through the inclusion of various stakeholders in political deliberations—as
conceptualized in discursive or deliberative democracy (see an overview,
¢.g., in Hansen and Rostbgll 2015).

An entirely different segment of literature developed in peculiar soci-
eties where politics evolved based on social segmentation with strong
ethnic and/or religious cleavages, such as the Netherlands, Belgium and
Switzerland. The model of consociational democracy had acknowledged
the empirically existing social pillars, which are internally integrated based
on ethnic and/or religious identities, socio-economic ties and political
organization. In such circumstances, the consociational democracy in
terms of cooperative behaviour of segmented elites and their favouring of
politics of accommodation was believed to be a model for downsizing the



2 POLITICAL THOUGHT ON DEMOCRACY RELATED ... 33

risk of conflict and war (Lijphart 1999). However, with the evolvement
of a combination of parties as representatives of citizens (individuals) and
parties representing ethnic and/or religious groups (collective), Lijphart
also moved his ideas in a direction of stressing constitutional democ-
racy (rights, institutions and rules), supporting the power sharing and
naming it consensus democracy. The whole set of literature evolved with
a focus on institutional engineering in segmented societies, in which the
management of electoral rules have been instrumentalized to control both
candidate and party extremism in order to help manage divided societies
in a peaceful way (see, in particular, works by Donald L. Horrowitz).

Also based on empirical research, the conflict between two schools
evolved—the pluralist school and the neo-corporatist school. Both of these
schools recognized interest groups as mediators between citizens and the
state. While the first stressed competition between interest groups to gain
access to the state, corporatism stressed the cooperation between the
interests and the state. Generalizations on a model of governing evolved
within both schools, while critics pointed at a lack of grounds for such
generalizations (Jordan and Schubert 1992). However, with changing
real life in Western countries where the enlarged social state and interest
groups interacted with a state in various ways and modes while political
parties appeared to be in decline, critics of both schools noted that actual
policymaking had been increasingly closer to ideas of networks. Indeed, at
the meso level of political decision-making, many types of policy networks
had been analysed based on several criteria (Van Waarden 1992), predom-
inantly in contexts of older democracies (Jordan and Schubert 1992).
Policy networks were also applied to the EU’s context where a network
approach helped to better understand governing at the supranational
level (Borzel 1997) as well as in a global context (Hajer 2003). Such
approaches stressed that networks are horizontal (contrary to traditional
hierarchical governing) and result in network governance with missing
control and accountability. At the same time, such endeavours pretty
much left out the representative forms of governing, including political
parties.

Indeed, a whole school on governance has developed during the last
several decades (see, e.g., Ansell and Torfing 2016). It has been focused
on the changes in governing in advanced industrialized democracies
where the power ceased to be aggregated in the representative govern-
ment within nation states (Pierre 2000, 1). Governance has become
predominantly understood as the processes of governing, which (1) may
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be undertaken by government, the market or a network over a family,
tribe, formal or informal organization or territory; and (2) executed
through laws, norms, power or language (Unu Merit 2012). Researchers
have revealed many modes of governing, some still related to the ‘govern-
ment’ as well many others outside the traditional understanding of power.
They have appeared in changes in the steering of policymaking, amending
public policymaking with private modes and combinations of private and
public modes of governing. These were named ‘governance’ to distin-
guish between the two. Various modes and subtypes of governance
have been revealed, such as network governance, democratic network
governance, interactive governance, regulatory governance, collabora-
tive governance, private governance, urban and regional governance,
multilevel governance, multi-actor governance, supranational governance,
transnational economic governance, meta-governance and adaptive gover-
nance (Hoogh and Marks 2001; Bache and Flinders 2004; Témmel and
Verdun 2009; Kahler 2009; Torfing et al. 2012; Ansell and Torfing
2010).

As liberal democracy has been found to be in decline, the relationships
between various types of governance have come onto the research agenda
(see Serensen 2002; Serensen and Torfing 2005; Blanco et al. 2011;
Biickstrand and Kuyper 2017). In an attempt to solve dilemmas about the
relationships between various types of governance, the key questions of
democracy and the role of politicians in such post-liberal democracy have
been raised. A meta-governance framework has been offered as a potential
solution, although it is not very developed (Serensen and Torfing 2005).
All in all, issues related not only to the ‘publicness’ (Ansell and Torfing
2016) of governance but also issues of accountability, governance’s rela-
tion to representation and a lack of democratic aspects of many forms of
governance have become rather burning issues (Papadopolous 2016).

In parallel, some researchers have been critically veflecting on demo-
cvatic deficits at varvious levels of government. Authors have come up
with a variety of corrections/amendments in favour of greater account-
ability to citizens and strengthening their voice in governing. Advocacy
democracy has favoured citizens’ participation in policymaking processes
by using modes of direct democracy. Monitory democracy—or a post-
electoral democracy—has been found to be taking place in the real world
of democracy since 1945 in the form of multiplying and ever more
empowering, scrutinizing mechanisms involving a variety of actors (e.g.,
organizations, forums, citizen assemblies, participatory budgeting, etc.;
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Keane 2015). Monitory democracy, however, does not exclude represen-
tative government and the role of political parties. Rather, ‘in the new age
of monitory democracy elections still count, but parties and parliaments
now have to compete with thousands of monitory organizations’ (Keane
2015, 514) and ‘the old meaning of democracy based on the rule of one
person, one vote is veplaced by democracy guided by a different and more
complex rule: one person, many intevests, many votes, many vepresentarives,
both at home and abroad’ (Keane 2015, 514-515). Liquid democracy
was proposed as a combination of direct and highly flexible representative
democracy (Blum and Zuber 2016) in which political parties still have
a role, though it is somewhat decreased in comparison to the liberal-
democratic model (Valsangiacomo 2021). Various searches for democratic
innovations more or less evolved without radically changing a system
(Guasti and Geissel 2021). The exception appears to be radical democ-
racy, which focuses on the root conditions of governing while demanding
rule by the people (Dahlberg 2015). In this stream, authors (as well as
activists) expect people’s participation in all aspects and levels of active
community institutions (neighbourhood, city, state, nation, beyond the
nation) in order to deepen the democratic revolution and to link together
diverse democratic struggles (e.g., antiracist, antisexist, anticapitalism)
and, at least in some cases, also focus on the need for radical change
in the capitalist system (Mouffe and Holdengriber 1989; Conway and
Singh 2011; Dahlberg 2015).

All in all, in the literature on democracy, the Western tradition and
Western lenses prevail. They have been somewhat criticized for their
Western European—and American—centrism, but issues of ‘non-Western
democracy’ (e.g., Voskressenski 2017) have not really been debated.
To the contrary, Western-centric debates have also evolved on demo-
cratic deficits in a transnational, global space, including ideas on (future)
regional and global democracy.

TRANSNATIONAL DEMOCRACY AND THE EUROPEAN
UNION AS A REGIONAL PoLITICAL SYSTEM
Debates on transnational democracy have often been linked to the

example of the European Union. This has been particularly vivid in the
process of the deepening of the European integration and the related
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evolution of its political institutions. In the debate on democratic quali-
ties of such a transnational phenomenon, the issue of democratic deficit
has been particularly interesting.

First of all, there has been no consensus on whether the Euro-
pean Union faces democratic deficit or not—and if yes—how democracy
could be developed in the frame of a multilevel polity of the European
Communities developing into the European Union since the early 1990s.

Several scholars have denied the EU’s democratic deficit with different
argumentation. Majone claimed that the European Union is essentially
a ‘regulatory state’ (Majone 1994, 1996) and that at the level of the
EU level, it is technical regulation that is needed and not regulation
that is redistributive or value allocative. Thus, he didn’t expect EU policy
outcomes to produce winners and losers but rather to benefit some and
make no one worse off. This is why he denied the need for politicization
of the EU’s decision-making. While Moravesik (1998, 2002) also didn’t
believe that the European Union as a transnational political system needs
a liberal-democratic model, he did stress that it is the intergovernmental
decision-making at the EU level that earns democratic qualification. This
is because national governments own legitimacy based on the functioning
of national democratic orders.

Contrarily, critics of the democratic deficit believe that the European
Union needs politicization of EU decision-making in order to gain demo-
cratic legitimacy. Follesdal and Hix (2006, 534-537) summarized the key
problems of the democratic deficit in the simultaneous existence of (1)
an increase in executive power and a decrease in national parliamentary
control in the process of European integration; (2) a too-weak European
Parliament (despite an increase in its power); (3) a lack of ‘European’ elec-
tions that would be about the personalities and parties at the European
level or the direction of the EU policy agenda; (4) the European Union
is institutionally and a psychologically ‘too distant’ from voters; and (5)
‘policy drift’ from voters’ ideal policy preferences (which is partially a
result of the previously mentioned factors) as ‘the EU adopts policies that
are not supported by a majority of citizens in many or even most Member
States’.

Indeed, the critics of democratic deficit had been very much inspired
by the liberal-democratic model when searching for democratic amend-
ments to the EU political system. Follesdal and Hix (20006) stated that
democratic polity requires contestation for political leadership and over
policy. Mair and Thomassen (2010) directly linked the EU’s democratic
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deficit with the absence of a system of party government at the European
level. More precisely, they indicated the need for parties at the European
level to represent the will of the citizens of Europe and that the European
parliament needs to gain the capacity to effectively control the governing
bodies of the European Union.

In line with the predominant liberal-democratic model in political
science, the specific role of parties in democracy has come within the focus
of efforts to construct a democratic system in the newly emerging transna-
tional political community. It has been believed that it is the political
parties that (alongside civil society) can establish the now-missing political
communication. However, normative ideas of a democratized EU polit-
ical system did not emerge in a context without any party structures at
the EU level. In fact, European federations and confederations of ideo-
logically related parties had been developing even before such normative
debates. Nevertheless, such European party organizations were estimated
to have failed to fulfil their democratic role within the EU system (Attina
1993, 1997; Bardi 1993).

Critics of democratic deficit insisted on their evaluation even after the
European Parliament adopted in December 1996, on the basis of the
Tsars report, the resolution on the constitutional status of European polit-
ical parties. The resolution defined a European political party as a ‘political
association’ that expresses opinions on European public policies, is repre-
sented in the European Parliament and participates in the processes of
expressing the political will at the European level by other comparable
means. A European party must be organized in such a way that (a) it is
likely (is likely) to express the political will; (b) it is more than an electoral
campaign organization (electioneering organization) or an organization
that predominantly supports a political group and parliamentary work;
(c) it is represented in at least one-third of the member states; and (d)
is active at the transnational level (Attina 1997). Since then, European
parties and the EU level party system have further evolved (Schakel 2017;
Brack and Wolfs 2023).

Applications of deliberative democracy and participatory democracy
have also found a way into the debates on diminishing the EU’s demo-
cratic deficit, particularly in ideas of democracy through strong publics in
the European Union (Eriksen and Fossum 2002) and ideas on substan-
tive conception of representation understood as the agents of European
governance ‘standing’ or ‘acting’ for the European public but without
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formal democratic processes of authorization and accountability (Bellamy
and Castiglione 2011).

Other conceptualizations of democracy that don’t directly expose
political parties have not been left out of debates on improving the EU’s
democracy. Among them have been, for example, federal, deliberative and
audit democracy.

COSMOPOLITAN DEMOCRACY

Discussions on cosmopolitan democracy have included a variety of ideas
on how to mend present governing. Such ideas range on a continuum
from only trying to ensure more democratic accountability for the
existing international institutions, particularly international organizations,
to ideas on institutionalization of a particular global form of democ-
racy and democratic and/or regional associations based on the normative
requirements for democracy.

The EU example has often been seen as a prototype of international
democracy on the global scale. As in the case of the EU political system,
debates on the global scale could not oversee the real, existing multiple
levels of government. While regionalism has been very much linked to the
EU’s example for other regional integrations, there have been reservations
with regard to simply following the EU’s model, the regionalization was
believed to enable a certain level of cultural diversity around the world
(Gould 2012, 117). The issue of regionalism also appeared in a triangle of
ideas on confederalism and federalism and polycentrism (Archibugi et al.
2012, 7).

The focus on multilevel governance did not include much elabora-
tion of ideas on the role of political parties in such modelling of global
governance. Rather, it seems that even ideas on constitutionalization of
public international law and other forms of multilevel regulation were
only amended by calls for mechanisms of democratic accountability either
directly towards citizens or mediated via their national representatives
without specification of the role of political parties (Follesdal 2012, 111).

In the phenomenon of increasing minimalization of democratic
criteria, it does not come as a surprise that Koenig-Archibugi (2012,
178) believed that there are many paths that could pass the kind of
‘democratic’ threshold envisaged by Dahl. He summarized the following
paths (Koenig-Archibugi 2012, 177-178): the intergovernmental path
(including the idea of a global assembly and ‘eventually the popular
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election of its members’), essentially replicating the EU; the social
movement path by global civil society networks’ creating non-state demo-
cratic institutions in pressuring primarily intergovernmental institutions to
democratize them; the labourist path in which global trade unions ‘pro-
gressive coalition” would play a role in promoting global democratization
as in the past promoted domestic democratization; the capitalist path with
transnational business pushing for global governance institutions, which
could then serve as a focal point for democratization; the functionalist
path resting on increasingly dense governance networks among special-
ized bureaucrats; and an imperialist path in which a dominant power
establishes institutions for global governing and then ‘eventually accedes
the demands for democratic representation’.

Already at the beginning of the 1990s, Held presented an idea on
the transformation of the United Nations into an institution of a global
liberal-democratic system (Held 1992). However, such an approach
has not found much support. Rather, theoretical elaborations, which
have taken into account the governance literature, have pointed at the
potential for four distinct types of governance located on the public—
private continuum and on the formal-informal continuum: public/
formal, public/informal, private /formal and private /informal governance
(Bellamy and Jones 2000). While they do at least indirectly refer to the
empirical reality, they are not normatively evaluated in terms of suggesting
a particular model. Political parties are not in the focus of this attempt at
theorizing.

Nevertheless, there are some authors who have linked global democ-
racy and political parties. As a rule, they believe that democratic party
contestation is a basis for real democracy, but at the same time, they
think this will not be realistic for quite some time (Christiano 2012, 79;
Follesdal 2012, 101).

As issues of feasibility have bordered many authors, solutions have also
been offered to try to amend the existing conditions by using small-scale
democratic experiments through which citizens (or their representatives)
have a say in global policymaking (Kuyper 2013) or go to the philosoph-
ical level of thinking first, identify the principles of global democracy, the
levels at which these principles work and how they fit together. The latter
is expected to offer a basis for a fruitful debate on normative political
theory and the feasibility of global democracy (Erman and Kuyper 2020).

All in all, it appears that the global reality of cosmopolitan democracy
would be a downgraded institutionalization of the normative standards
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of democratic accountability in relation to the liberal-democratic model
(Hdller 2012). In the current circumstances, Anderson (2015) suggests
the mutual support of different forms of democracy (representative and
participatory, territorial and non-territorial, national and transnational)
while combining bottom-up and top-down approaches to democracy
beyond nation-state borders.

In no literature of which I am aware have political parties been recog-
nized as the main actors or institutions of future models of democracy.
Nevertheless, they persist in real-life politics and, at least indirectly (e.g.,
via their positions in governments at various levels of governing), take
part in regional and international decision-making milieus.
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CHAPTER 3

Relations Between Democracy and Parties

VARIETIES OF DEMOCRACY AND VARIETIES OF PARTIES

As shown in the previous section, only some of the theories of democ-
racy have clearly indicated political parties as elements of democracy.
Although they have been more or less abstract, theories on democ-
racy have appeared to be very much interlinked with the real-life social,
economic and political developments in particular parts of the world.

There is no one and only conception of democracy—there is also no
single conception of a political party. History shows that both democ-
racies and political parties have been changing to an important extent
synchronically and diachronically, as have the relationships between the
two phenomena.

The twentieth and twenty-first century appear to have followed the
thesis that political parties and modern democracy are closely interlinked.
However, it must not be forgotten that such a thesis is based on the
history of Western Europe and the history of the founding of the United
States of America. Early forms of political parties evolved within the insti-
tution (called parliament) that was established as a counterpower to the
monarch. Nevertheless, this was not a modern democratic parliament,
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and early proto-parties were also not modern democratic political insti-
tutions. These parliamentary clubs evolved into parties as they organized
electoral committees for parliamentary elections and as these committees
evolved into more stable organizational structures needed for electoral
competition for political power.

To the contrary, critical views on party government models based
on representative, parliamentary and electoral democracy exported from
the West to colonial Africa (Randall and Svéisand 2002) contributed
to the development of indigenous ideas of no-party democracy. Crook
(1999), for example, reported on alternative, ‘true democracy’ in Ghana,
which was based on Ghana’s tradition, history and culture, theory of
community-level, participatory, no-party democracy that idealized the
consensual character of ‘traditional’ Ghanaian village life. Similarly, a
model of an entirely non-partisan form of governance evolving from local
communities developed in Uganda, which was based on village assembly,
resembling a Greek polis model but including all adults.

It was a particularly Western-centric historical context in which polit-
ical parties were recognized as a phenomenon closely interwoven with
the institutional developments of modern governing. Indeed, parties were
first formed in the Western European and North American environment
in the nineteenth century. However, in Western Europe, they were devel-
oping in a struggle between the monarch and other social elites. In
contrast, in North America, they were developing in a combination of
struggles against the European colonial metropole and struggles among
various ideas in America about the nature of the system of government to
be established in America. While in Western Europe, the new system of
government in the making was a result of struggles leading to a modern
transformation of previous systems of governing, in North America, there
was an opportunity to develop a modern system of government ‘from
scratch’ due to a combination of decolonization and the exclusion of
native peoples from designing the new political system.

Political parties are also changing phenomena within Western contexts.
Historically, party models evolve even within the same country. Even
within the United States of America, where it has been believed that
parties are first of all coalitions of interests, quite different models of
parties have been revealed (McSweeney and Zvesper 1991).

Varieties of democracy have been analytically linked with varieties of
party models. Political scientists have analysed party models as they have
evolved in particular social contexts. Katz and Mair (1995) presented
the correspondence between particular party types and democracy. More
precisely, they focused on party representative style (the positioning of the
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party in relation to the civil society and the state), typical for a particular
social and political context: elite party, mass party, catch-all party, cartel
party.

LaPalombara and Weiner (1966a, 3) noted the non-simultaneity of
this process in different societies. Hence, in their definition of the term
‘party’, they explicitly emphasized that party rule is often associated with a
growing expectation that individuals should not participate in the exercise
of power because of hereditary position (birth) but because of political
competences (LaPalombara and Weiner 1966b, 400). This is the reason
parties today are also considered to be synonymous with modern society
and modern politics.

WESTERN LENSES

Western lenses are not only predominant in defining democracy but also
in defining political parties. Indeed, the segment of political science that
recognizes political parties has not questioned their existence. Rather,
it has focused on their emergence, characteristics and functions. Never-
theless, up until today, no single definition of political parties exists in
political science.

It can even be said that definitions are historically and culturally condi-
tioned. The first attempts at defining parties can be traced back to
the period when the beginnings of the modern parties evolved. These
attempts were the developmental stages of the appropriately vague object
of study. Among them, we find the identification of the party with the
‘organized opinion’ (Disreali, Benjamin Constant, Duverger) or with a
group of men who jointly pursue the national interest on the basis of
a specific principle on which they agree (Burke). The historical political
reality of women’s exclusion from politics has also influenced the defi-
nition of fundamental political concepts or phenomena. Other authors
(Brogan 1965; Duverger 1965) have attributed the party’s name to
parliamentary clubs and political groups from the pre-party period. In
the French revolutionary context, political clubs evolved based on major
social groups (estates) as did ideas of the parliament representing various
social groups.

In the multitude of definitions of the term political party, there are
often specific political-cultural, historical and ideological accents. While
Marx defined the Communist Party as an instrument of the political
struggle of the working class, the real world also produced variations in
this aspect. Weber, for example, defined the party through the author’s
perspective of the distinction between party leaders and membership. In
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the liberal milieu, a party is defined as a ‘part of a whole’ that struggles
for power with other parties in free elections.

In the frame of the socialist system, Kardelj (1977, 50) stated that
the League of Communists in socialist Yugoslavia is not a classical party.
Rather, he affirmatively defined it as a ‘social and political organisation’
(ibid., 176), which is and must be a minority (ibid., 179), ‘because only
as such can it be, in our situation vanguard of social progress’ as ‘the
ideological and political cohesive force of the revolution’ and ‘the ideo-
logical and political vanguard of the working class’ and ‘a factor of socialist
consciousness of the self-managing working masses’ (ibid., 177-182).
The League of Communists ideologically and politically leads the process
of ‘emancipation of society as a whole’.

Attempts to trace the early development of parties to the emergence of
parliaments and electoral systems could hardly be applied to most of the
developing areas (LaPalombara and Weiner 1966a, 12).

Furthermore, the Western liberal understanding of parties starts with
an individual (citizen) as a unit of politics, while in reality, parties also
evolve in a collective unit, particularly an ethnic group (Dowd and
Driessen 2008).

Researchers of governing in the Third World have also shown the
Western bias in normative expectations that parties are to be mass-based
organizations (Erdmann 2004). Such a conceptualization of parties in
studying party politics outside the Western world doesn’t even recog-
nize that (1) such parties in Western milieus evolved as working class
political organizations in the context of industrialization, urbanization,
mass communication and expansion of the political borders of democracy,
and (2) parties in Western milieus evolved into predominantly electoral
parties. For example, parties in Africa are compared to an ideal that does
not exist, even in the West (Osei 2013, 546).

It is not only that a particular notion of a party is nested in a particular
systemic context within a particular timeframe (see, e.g., Lawson 2010).
For example, parties in the United States have been changing quite a
lot over time, including not only the caucus type but also others—for
example, party machines and amateur clubs (McSweeney and Zvesper
1991)—while today, American political parties appear to be best viewed
as coalitions of intense policy demanders (McCarty and Schickler 2018).

Is it possible to find a common ground among various defini-
tions? What are those common characteristics of the parties in the mass
of different political systems in different stages of social, political and
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economic development? Perhaps Schattschneider’s (1942, 35-37) simple
answer that parties are primarily an organized attempt to seize power is
such a minimal summary of party definitions.

Still, the notion of the political party as an instrument for achieving
power and the management of power is very strongly rooted. On top
of this minimal definition comes an elaborated functional view of parties
as power-oriented organizations that fulfil certain social tasks. Based
on the historical processes of formation and (re)formation of Western
democracies, von Beyme (1985) systemized them into the following cate-
gories: interest articulation and aggregation, goal definition, recruitment
of political elites and the formation of governments, mobilization and
socialization. Similarly, but in less detail, other major political scientists
have defined the tasks of parties, for example, Almond and Powell (1978),
Duverger (1965), Hague and Harrop (1991), Sartori (1976), Panebianco
(1988) and Pierre (2000).

Nevertheless, in the current world, the only truly discriminatory defi-
nition that equates a party with a political organization is competing in
the electoral arena, while all other elements in the definitions known
today can be challenged with empirical arguments. Panebianco (1988,
5-6) stated that a political party is: “An organised group, an association,
divected towards political goals, which seeks by its activities to maintain or
change the existing social, economic and political conditions by means of
influencing the exercise of power or by taking power, and is the only type of
organisation operating in the electoral arena’.

In the context of a stable, liberal democracy following the Western
European and North American examples, Panebianco’s definition seems
to be largely valid. Some countries even explicitly provide in their party
legislation that parties repeatedly failing to participate in elections can be
expelled from the official register (i.e. the register of legally functioning
parties).

Taking into account various functions of parties, parties are expected
to act as the key link between citizens and the state. On a more abstract
level, the functions of parties in democratic societies have been linked to
representation. However, in practice, it is more common to talk about
governments, which are representative ‘if they do what is best for the
people and act in the best interests of at least a majority of citizens’ (Prze-
worski 1999, 31). Besides other actors and institutions, parties are also
considered to act in the control of administrative power.
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During the last decades, however, a rather clear distinction has been
made between two key party functions—representative and procedural
roles. Even more so, a decline was noticed in the representative role but
not in the procedural role (Bartolini and Mair 2001). Indeed, parties have
been perceived to be less and less able to fulfil their essential representative
functions (van Biezen 2004).

In addition, some parties seek to dismantle the state (a particular polit-
ical order or polity) and create a new one (‘the withering away of the’
state, the replacement of one regime by another, the change of the state).
Ware (1996, 3) also pointed to borderline cases in which individual polit-
ical groups, self-styled ‘parties’, were ridiculing politics and expressing
anti-party sentiments.

Yet, Ware draws attention to the particular circumstances in which even
the minimalist definition of the party can become questionable. Parties
that do not recognize the existing regime or question the legitimacy of
a particular election may decide as a matter of protest (a) not to partic-
ipate in that regime to contest for power and thereby help to maintain
the legitimacy of the regime or (b) not to contest for power in the
specific elections that they consider to be illegitimate (there is a reasonable
suspicion of fraud in the electoral results).

VARIETY OF RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN
PoriticAL PARTIES AND DEMOCRACY

As shown in previous sections, the relationship between political parties
and democracy has not been theorized in a homogenous way. Here we
summarize a rather rich variety of theses in the literature (Table 3.1).

First, early liberal theory on democracy was focused on the individual
and did not explicitly mention parties. At best, in the intermediation
between citizens and the state, other political forms were recognized.
These included: a contract among citizens (Locke 1690); ‘a spirit of
party’ (Madison 1787,/2003, 119); parties as phenomena formed on
pre-existing political interests (Burke 1770); a certain kind of political
organization in support of those who are in possession of the govern-
ment (Mill 1861,/2001). Nevertheless, these political forms were actually
not determined in more detail.

Second, the issue evolved as to what comes fivst—parties or democracy.
Weber called modern forms of parties ‘children of democracy’, as they are
a key factor in modern governance (Mair 1990, 1). For LaPalombara and
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Table 3.1 Theses on the relationship between parties and democracy

Theses on the party-democracy relationship

Examples

Parties not explicitly mentioned in ideas
on democracy

Unclear which is fivst (parties or
democracy)

Positive roles of parties in rvelation to
democracy

Negative voles of parties in velation to
democracy

Liberalism (Locke);

Cosmopolitan democracy

Network democracy

Parties are precondition for democracy
vs. democracy enables parties

Difficult to say what comes first in the
frame of the dissemination of liberal
democracy around the world (e.g., in
post-socialist countries, Africa)

One needs to be cautious in outlining a
direct link between the two (Blondel
1990)

Parties are creators of democracy
(examples are British history, American
history; Schattschneider 1942)

Parties are indispensable for democracy
(Bryce 1921)

Parties are key links between citizens and
the state in polyarchy (Dahl 1971)
Parties are key actors of democratization
(Southern Europe, post-socialist
countries; transitology literature)

Parties are not agents of democracy but
instruments of dictatorship/
non-democratic regimes (Osei 2013)
Parties are problematic for democracy
due to acting as egoistic factions, they
are ‘evil’ (e.g., de Tocqueville 1839; Bale
and Roberts 2002)

Parties erode democracy from the top
(Bartels 2023); parties are instruments of
clites; parties are problematic for
democracy due to the law of oligarchy
(Duverger 1965; Ostrogorski 1964;
Michels 1915)

Parties add to the tendency of
presidentialization of politics (Poguntke
and Webb 2005)

Parties are failing actors due to their
declining capacity to fulfil their key roles;
they play their electoral roles but
decreasingly play their representative
roles (Schmitter 2001; van Biezen 2004)

(continued)
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Table 3.1 (continued)

Theses on the party-democracy relationship Examples

Parties’ ability to keep citizens’ trust is
declining; parties are discredited
Parties are agents of conceptualization
and implementation of illiberal
democracy (illiberalism literature)
Parties’ ambiguity Anti-system parties—agents of
democratization or agents of endangering
democracy (e.g., Stokes 1999)?
Parties ave vedundant/democracy without  Parties are redundant, transitional
parties phenomena; other actors are taking over
(e.g., Daalder 2002)

Weiner (1966a, 3) parties are both; that is, a continuous process and the
formation of modern and modernizing political systems. Nevertheless,
since the Second World War, the normative formulation for a working
democracy has been the sum of democratic institutions, including political
parties, the rule of law and free media. However, in building new democ-
racies, particularly in the context of democracy promotion, the question
arose as to what comes first: organized parties or democracies. In partic-
ular, a chicken-and-egg problem arises in hybrid authoritarian-democratic
milieus where parties are expected to enhance and improve democracy but
the contextual factors undermine parties’ capacities (Dargent and Munoz
2011; Osei 2013).

Third, there are recognitions of many positive roles of parties in rela-
tion to democracy. As shown earlier, in British and American history,
it was not the theory of democracy but rather the empirical evolution
of democracy that led to recognizing parties as ‘creators’ of democracy
(Schattschneider 1942, 3).

A critical role of parties in a democracy was systematically recognized
in Western-centric literature after WWII. The most influential definition
of democracy has become Dahl’s (1971) definition of democracy for a
large share of citizens—polyarchy. Parties have been recognized as the key
link between nearly all citizens who participate in elections and govern-
ment (Dahl 1971). Unlike historical experiences with parties evolving as
private organizations, political parties have more recently been to a great
deal understood as a ‘public utility’—that is, an essential public good for
democracy (Katz 1996; van Biezen 2004).
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In addition to the positive roles of parties in relation to democracy,
many of their negative impacts on democracy have been recognized. It
has particularly been in the left-wing and far-left ideological conceptions
that party has always had (also) a negative connotation. At the end of the
twentieth century, however, party criticism and anti-party sentiments also
became an important component of far-right politics.

Criticism of parties has ranged from moderate criticism to demands
for the abolition of parties. Let us list some typical criticisms of parties.
Parties are:

a. egoistic, they are organizations of interest rather than organiza-
tions of principle (American political thought at the birth of the
Republic at the end of the eighteenth century; McSweeney and
Zvesper 1991);

b. a factor of negation of democracy, as they limit the activity of citi-
zens to elections only, sacrificing their political principles to increase
participation in power (Puliseli¢ 1971, 31-33);

c. apparatuses that elevate themselves above the citizen, or an appa-
ratus within which the leadership elevates itself above the member-
ship (Duverger 1965; Weber 1946);

d. in the political sense of the word, a ‘military organisation’ that oper-
ates ‘the iron law of oligarchy’ (Michels [1915] on the basis of a
study of the German social democracy);

e. the apparatus of repression of the spontaneity and political energy
of the masses (Ostrogorski [1964] on the basis of an anal-
ysis of the functioning of the parties in Britain and the United
States), and therefore, they must be abolished and direct action
introduced in their place (revolutionary syndicalists, anarchists) or
direct democracy in the form of workers’ trade union commit-
tees (anarcho-syndicalists) or in the form of a system of workers’
councils (anarcho-communism, guild socialism, movement factory
superintendents, council communism; Vranicki 1981);

f. a threat to the ‘good society’ because their practice is not democratic
(Daalder 2002);

g. an alienated form of political organization within society and power
over the citizen in capitalist states (Kardelj 1977). According to
communist and socialist ideology, communist parties should be
parties of a ‘new type’—an instrument for the realization of the
interests of the working class and the ‘common good’ at the same
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time. The pursuit of working-class interests should also mean the
realization of the ideal of a society that resolves all the key social
conflicts in society as a whole.

In spite of tendencies to either look at parties in negative or posi-
tive relations with democracy, a thesis on parties’ ambiguity deserves
special attention. Indeed, parties appear to have a dual nature. On the one
hand, they (can) be the democratic link between citizens and government.
On the other hand, they are also an instrument for mobilizing citizens
on the basis of democratic or non-democratic platforms (Stokes 1999).
Parties can also work effectively in non-democratic regimes without such
a direct link. Mainwaring (1989) hints at factors that are believed to
impact the role of parties. Here, it is important to note as well that parties’
incentives for their commitment to democracy are very relevant. Whose
voices parties bring into politics is of critical importance as is how parties
manoeuvre between representation and governability (Stokes 1999).

Negative roles of parvties in velation to democracy. Parties have also
been recognized as problematic for democracy. Such theses evolved rather
early based on studying party practice developments in the Western world.
A systematic analysis of authors pointing at the problem of internal party
democracy, including the iron law of oligarchy as well as the changing
character of institutionalizing parties in relation to the environment, can
be found in Panebianco (1988).

More recently, the crisis of democracy has been directly linked to
problematic party politics. Political parties, particularly their leaders, have
been found to erode democracy ‘from the top’ (Bartels 2023). This
view, however, is not the first warning of such a damaging role of polit-
ical parties. Two decades carlier, researchers had already been critical
of inadequate performance of political parties as institutions of repre-
sentative democracy while the thesis on parties as necessary institutions
for representative democracy had been maintained (Schmitter 2001; van
Biezen 2004; Mair 2005).

Mair (2005) pointed at this issue based on research showing that
democracy in Western democratic countries as well as on the EU level
had been steadily stripped of its popular component hand in hand with
a stripped understanding of democracy without demos. He held that this
change has had much to do with the failings of political parties.

Indeed, “crisis of parties’, ‘party decline’ (as described since the 1970s
in Western Europe) is generally negatively estimated. The phenomenon
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not only includes rejection of a particular party but also parties in general
(anti-party sentiment) as well as selective rejection of certain party systems
(Daalder 2002). More recently, parties have been increasingly recognized
as contributors to the fundamental transformation of democracy at the
expense of representative qualities of democracy.

Parties ave vedundant/democracy without parties. Parties are ‘redun-
dant’; as it is possible to create a relationship between citizens and the
state using other—that is direct—channels of political communication.
It is particularly outside the West European and American context that
alternatives to party democracy can be found. It may be that politicians’
incentives to build parties are weakened—as, for example, in the context
of the growing informal sector and the spread of mass media technolo-
gies in Peru (Levitsky and Cameron 2003). Political parties also may be
seen as unnecessary or impractical—for example, in small polities and/or
in the context of different traditions (e.g., in Africa; Ware 1987).

PARTIES AND OTHER FACTORS OF DEMOCRATIC
TRANSITIONS AND CONSOLIDATION OF DEMOCRACY

Transitologists (e.g., Linz 1990) note that it is the parties that can bring
about the transition from authoritarian or totalitarian systems to a demo-
cratic system. Although opposition movements or active civil society play
an important role in the transition to democracy, parties are the only ones
who can peacefully repeal the old legal order, accept a new, democratic
constitution, hold free elections, and democratically fill the new insti-
tutions of the democratic system by democratic means. The last wave
of democratic transitions, including the democratization of post-socialist
countries in Eastern and Central Europe, are believed to have shown two
things: (a) that modern governance cannot be established without parties,
even if they are still at an early stage of development; and (b) that parties
are primarily a ‘clientelistic clientele-oriented structure’ (Eldersveld 1964,
5).

Indeed, parties have been recognized as supportive mediators in the
process of regime change. More specifically, they have been found to
be key actors in all—the transition from an authoritarian regime, in
introducing a new democratic political order, legitimation of a new consti-
tutional order and in establishing the democratic structure for building
the multiparty system (Gebethner 1997). Based on a literature review,
Mainwaring (1989) showed that groups and parties with stakes in the
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process towards democracy may have nothing to do with democracy.
Rather, they seek to fulfil their particular, biased objectives.

However, analysis in the past has also shown that political democracy
is not the only possible outcome of transitions from authoritarianism
(O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986). So, what determines the success of
transition? Particular circumstances have been revealed in which transi-
tions have been successful. The literature has stressed the role of political
factors. It should not be overlooked that theorizing about transitions to
democracy has been heavily based on early empirical studies of Latin
America. In these studies, the autonomy of political factors—political
elites and arrangements, electoral and party systems—appeared to be crit-
ical (Mainwaring 1989). In contrast, democracy has been seen less as a
result of factors like a level of modernization, a mode of interaction with
the international system and a form of social structure. More precisely,
the following political factors have been exposed. First of all, successful
contractual transitions appeared to be an important factor. More precisely,
both the ruling elites and the opposition opted for negotiations in the
process towards democracy (O’Donnell et al. 1986; Huntington 1993;
Linz and Stepan 1996). However, this had not only been about the
goodwill of both sets of party elites but also about their strength.
The opposition organizations needed to be very strong to make such
arrangements possible (Iakovlev 2022). Such power relations appeared
to be possible in countries where a ‘liberalisation’ phase allowed for the
development of opposition (O’Donnell et al. 1986; Colomer 2000).

Generally speaking, the literature on democratic transition has
stressed the role of political processes (including the role of political
parties) as relatively autonomous in relation to structural factors (Kitschelt
1992; Schmitter 1995). For successful transitions to democracy, there
have been power relations between regime actors and opposition that
appeared particularly important (O’Donnell et al. 1986; Swaminathan
1999). Among those who represent the opposition, the presence of
certain combinations of political parties, trade unions and the Catholic
Church are expected to be sufficient for the success of negotiations and
the subsequent democratization.

Later research developments joined both the political science trend of
new institutionalism (March and Olsen 1984) and were also more open
to other socio-economic factors. Overall, two trends can be observed in
the literature: (1) stressing the role of agency or (2) stressing structural
conditions.
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Domestic anchoring and external anchoring are the two core subpro-
cesses that should be mentioned (Morlino 2011).

It has been particularly in transitology and in studies of non-Western
parts of the world that—beside parties—also expose other underlying
factors of democratic development (Table 3.2). Of course, economic
factors were recognized as important. Economic crises may contribute
to the delegitimation of the old system and transition to democracy, but
economic crises may also contribute to the breakdown of democratization
(Lipset 1994). The correlation between the level of economic develop-
ment and democracy has been noted, although not in a simple way (Lipset
1959; Dahl 1971; Bollen 1979; Huntington 1984). Economic problems
may impact the disintegration of the old regime (Ramet 1995). Economic
problems and poverty may also hurt democratization and the consolida-
tion of a democracy (Cheibub et al. 1996). In contrast, good economic
achievements may contribute to the sustaining of the new democratic
system (Lewis 1997). After 2000, the attention to international influences
on democratization have also grown, especially looking into leverage or
governments’ vulnerability to Western pressures and linkage (see, e.g.,
Levitsky and Way 20006).

Besides the economy, other factors have been recognized: (socio-)
economic variables (wealth), ethnic structure, cultural variables, reli-
gious traditions, various electoral systems, free and lively civil society,
characteristics of the transition (especially with regard to the strength
of civil society and the relationship between the opposition and the
old ruling actors), political parties and institutional choices as well as
external factors (bordering with democratic countries, foreign support in
favour of democratization; e.g., Lipset 1959; Huntington 1993; Karl and
Schmitter 1991; Linz and Stepan 1996; Cheibub et al. 1996; Lewis 1997;
Gasiorowski and Power 1998). Last but not least, an analysis of factors
impacting the success of transitions to democracy in former Yugoslav
countries has revealed that peace is a necessary condition for a successful
transition to a democracy, although not per se but in combination with
several other factors (Fink-Hatner and Hafner-Fink 2009).

The 1990s brought about more of a research focus on factors ensuring
the thriving of democracy in the medium term—democratic consoli-
dation. This has been defined as ‘the process by which democracy
becomes so broadly and profoundly legitimate among its citizens that it
is very unlikely to break down’ and involving ‘behavioral and institutional
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changes that normalize democratic politics and narrow its uncertainty’
(Diamond 2015, Chapter 5).

In the context of consolidating third-way democracies, research inter-
ests have both proliferated and narrowed at the same time. Besides
relations among party elites, specialized literature has increasingly focused
on clites’ institution building, parliaments and separately on specific other
political institutions (such as executives and courts) and their functioning.
Political parties have also been found to be important in the consolidation
of democracies in Africa (Randall and Svisand 2002).

As the study of the consolidation of party systems was believed to be
a factor in the consolidation of democracy during the 1990s, the consol-
idation of party systems evolved into a separate research subfield. Such
research has been particularly vivid in the field of post-socialist countries
(see, e.g., Kitschelt et al. 1999; Mainwaring 1998; Lewis 2006; Horowitz
and Browne 2008). It can be said that the study of parties and democ-
racy in post-transition countries during the 1990s and the beginning of
the 2000s was more or less confined to two separate clusters. Even when
looking into party literature beyond post-transition countries, van Biezen
(2004, 1) estimated that “the literatures on parties and democratic theory
have developed in a remarkable degree of mutual isolation’. The closest
subfield to issues of democracy seems to have been learning processes at
elite and mass levels towards democratic legitimation.

Nevertheless, political parties have been viewed as actors and insti-
tutions with indispensable functions for ensuring democracy. However,
they have been found to be rather weak in the process of consolidation
of young democracies. So, their role has been evaluated both positively
and negatively (see a literature review in Osei 2013). Looking at polit-
ical factors, characteristics of transition have been found to also matter
for consolidation (particularly power relations between former regime
actors and opposition actors; Stradiotto and Guo 2010) as well as the
(post)transition constitutional and other political institutional choices.
Special attention has been paid to civil society as a set of intermediary
actors supporting the power of democratic governments, monitoring and
subjecting the government to public scrutiny and generating opportuni-
ties for citizens’ political participation.

An analysis of other factors in the consolidation of democracy have
been rare. Remmer (1996) noted that literature on the consolidation of
democracy lacked interest in macrosocial prerequisites for political democ-
racy. Gasiorowski and Power (1998) even claimed that perspectives on



66 D. FINK-HAFNER

democratization have been narrowed by ignoring the rich tradition of
structural analysis. Still, several other factors of democratic consolidation
can be found in the literature; more precisely, in the literature looking into
factors of ‘surviving’, ‘sustaining’ or ‘maintaining’ democracy (democ-
racy keeping free from the threat of backsliding). Among such factors
have been economic factors, such as economic growth with moderate
inflation, declining income inequality and favourable international climate
(Cheibub et al. 1996). However, it has also been recognized that to
endure, democracy needs to generate desirable and politically desired
objectives that are conditioned by various social, political and economic
conditions under which democracy is likely to generate desirable and
politically desired objectives (Przeworski 1995). Special emphasis is placed
on the interdependence between political and economic reforms. It is
argued that the state has an essential role in promoting universal citizen-
ship and in creating conditions for sustained economic growth. What new
democracies need above all else to attain legitimacy is efficacy, particularly
in the economic arena, but also in the polity (Lipset 1994).

PARTIES AND OTHER FACTORS OF DEMOCRATIC
BACKSLIDING AND DEMOCRACY’S FAILURE

While in the 1990s, post-socialist countries democratization appeared as
a major issue, Zakaria (1997) warned about the trends opposite to demo-
cratic consolidation. This has not only entered the political agenda but
also on the agenda of theoretical debates.

Nevertheless, it has only been recently that the issue of democratic
backsliding prevailed in academic research. However, it has not only
been one term that has been used to entail the trends opposite to
democratic consolidation. Among them have been ‘a decline of democ-
racy’, ‘deconsolidation’; ‘erosion’, ‘retrogression’ and ‘recession’. The
terminology additionally pluralized with researchers’ pointing at a new
empirical autocratization wave. Thus, an additional issue evolved—the
issue of distinguishing de-democratization/democratic backsliding from
autocratization and the idea of illiberal democracy.

It is very difficult to determine an optimal definition of democratic
backsliding since there is no clear consensus on a definition of democ-
racy The critical difference is whether it is defined in procedural aspects
or (also) in substantive aspects. According to the procedural view, for
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an entity to be classified as a ‘democracy it is crucial that it has consti-
tution, representative legislature, voting rights, and ballot secrecy, while
substantive democracy additionally entails that representatives in legisla-
tures and executives actually hear the demands of the people (including
public opinion) and acted upon for their benefit by the passing or modi-
fying of laws, adopting or amending a constitution, and in concrete efforts
of executives to implement laws’ (Haas 2019, 8-9).

In line with the procedural understanding of democracy, democratic
backsliding (erosion, deconsolidation, regression, recession) is ‘an incre-
mental process’ of substantial erosion of competitive elections, liberal
rights to speech and association, and the rule of law and decreasing ability
for the opposition to win elections or ‘assume office if it wins, established
institutions lose the capacity to control the executive, while manifestations
of popular protest are repressed by force’ (Huq and Ginsburg 2018, 17,
78-169).

In contrast, a decline in democracy in relation to the substantive defi-
nition of democracy has been referred to as a loss of democratic quality,
changes from liberal democracy to hybrid and to authoritarian regimes
(Erdmann 2011). In fact, the term has covered both changes within
democracy and in the form of democracy. Based on empirical research
involving 88 cases of negative changes in the quality of democracy in 53
countries worldwide in the period between 1974 and 2008, the following
main findings were revealed (Erdmann 2011, 34): First, that democratic
quality and hybridization outnumber the cases of decline, while break-
downs in democracy have been very rare. Second, young democracies
and poorer countries are more prone to decline than older democracies
and richer countries, with a few exceptions.

It is important to note that democratic backsliding comes ‘from the
top’. As Bermeo (2016) puts it, democratic backsliding is a state-led
debilitation of the political institutions that sustain an existing democ-
racy. However, in practice, it is not a state as such, but there are political
parties and political elites that play a major role.

In search of factors impacting the decline of democracy, Scheiring
(2021, 602) exposed income inequality as a crucial factor among social
requisites for illiberalism. He also pointed at political economy liter-
ature showing a growing regional polarization between large towns
enjoying positive effects of their participation in global economic
networks and deindustrialized rural areas locked out of such fortunes
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as well as additional factors of polarization among regions and partic-
ular social segments on the axis of losers vs winners of globalization/
modernization /deindustrialization (Scheiring 2021, 603).

As in the case of studying democratic consolidation, parties and party
systems have been analysed as critical factors in backsliding processes.
Based on empirical research on democratization and de-democratization
cases in the period between 1960 and 2004, Kapstein and Converse
(2008) stressed the role of political institutions in preventing a return to
authoritarianism. However, researchers have also pointed at more detailed
claboration of political factors, such as populism, polarization; politicians
getting away with violating political norms in the process of norm erosion
(Hinterleitner and Sager 2022); elite’s use of moral persuasion; citizens’
political behaviour, particularly citizens opposing the incumbent regard-
less of the attractiveness of the challenger (Luo and Przeworski 2020) and
elite (mis)use of technological change (Delbert 2019).

Nevertheless, extraordinary factors have become increasingly rele-
vant. Among them have been various international crises—financial and
economic, migration and health crises. For example, the V-Dem Insti-
tute perceives emergency measures as creating little threat to democracy
in just 47 states, but deems 82 states at high (48) or medium (34)
risk, with the pandemic response accelerating or emphasizing established
trends of democratic decay (Daly 2020). Indeed, patterns of democracy
are confirmed to matter in the COVID-19 crisis (Bandelow et al. 2021).
Bandelow et al. (2021) stress that not only COVID-19 policy processes
differed from everyday policymaking but also governments were forced
to establish new institutions and strategies. At the same time, they were
bound by their established rules, agencies, actors and history. Institu-
tions matter—they frame what determines which actors and strategies are
possible and which particular challenges will be faced.

In the past, it has been recognized that a war (lack of peace)
contributes not only to democratic backsliding but also to the freezing
of transitions to democracy (e.g., in countries in the territory of former
Yugoslavia; Fink-Hafner and Hafner-Fink 2009). Today, we can recog-
nize far-reaching impacts of the war in Ukraine. However, different kinds
of war also seem to be spreading around the globe, which have been very
relevant for illiberal tendencies in many countries. In the more recent past,
it had been ‘the global war on terror’ (Crotty 2006; Donohue 2008).
Today, it is the ‘cultural’ war that has been contributing to the develop-
ment of illiberal political projects with the use of Eurasian civilizationist
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narratives in nationalist aspects of illiberalism (Kremmler 2023) as well
as policies damaging to particular marginal social groups. The latter has
been increasingly linked to illiberalization processes meeting the criteria
of autocratization (as shown in the next section).

However, it is of crucial importance to recognize that democratic back-
sliding does not inevitably lead to a breakdown of democracy ending in a
hybrid or authoritarian regime. It is particularly valuable to learn when
democratic backsliding is successful and what prevents its success. Luo
and Przeworski (2020) stress that there are various factors that sepa-
rately (co)determine the sustainability of democracy, its backsliding and
the success of backsliding. For democratic stability (that is, democracy
free from the threat of backsliding), it is crucial that opposing politi-
cians are neither very attractive nor very unattractive to citizens. For
democratic backsliding, Luo and Przeworski (2020) exposed two crit-
ical factors: (1) populism, which attracts citizens by high appeal of the
incumbent in knowingly consenting to the erosion of democracy and
(2) in circumstances of polarization, when citizens oppose the incum-
bent regardless of the attractiveness of the challenger (the incumbent can
only remain in office by backsliding). Still, not all democratic backsliding
cases are successful. Luo and Przeworski (2020) only found successful
cases of backsliding where governments didn’t need to take unconsti-
tutional or undemocratic steps to achieve the cumulative effect of their
secure domination. However, this is only possible if citizens don’t react
on time and remove the incumbent government by democratic means.
It does not come as a surprise that researchers have pointed at the polit-
ical elite’s interest to keep citizens politically uninterested and submissive
(Wolin 2017).

While there have been attempts to explain why democracy backslides,
the ways in which democracy backslides (the ‘how’ issue) remain under-
explored. Nevertheless, Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018, 143-144) revealed
a three-stage model of backsliding: (1) attacking referees; (2) targeting
opponents; and (3) changing the rules of the game. Put differently, Riaz
and Sohel Rana (2020) found two stages of backsliding. Their model is
based on studying Bangladesh, Bolivia, Mali, Turkey, Ukraine and Zambia
and includes two main stages: (1) changing the rules of the game (changes
in the constitution) and (2) media manipulation. It may be worthwhile to
learn about trajectories of democratic backsliding based on more empir-
ical research—as suggested by Wunsch and Blanchard (2023)—and then
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develop a more theoretically elaborated systematic analysis of variations in
patterns of democratic erosion.

Still, the question remains: Why does democracy fail? In the liter-
ature, some factors of democracy’s breakdown and hybridization have
been noted. Interestingly enough, democracy’s inherent characteristic are
among them. Indeed, crises of democracy and its self-destructiveness
have been pointed out as a factor on its own. Other factors include:
(1) multiple but differing forms of democracy’s erosion over longer
preceding periods; (2) political factors (e.g., democracy’s age; constitu-
tional choice—parliamentary vs presidential); (3) unresolved institutional
problems, including constitutions promoting gridlock; weak constraints
on the executive; (4) proactive anti-democratic alternatives already active
prior to breakdown; (5) intense political polarization; (6) core institu-
tions, including the army, infected by polarization; (7) the characteristics
and roles of citizens; erosion of democratic political culture, including
softened democratic commitment of citizens and political leaders; (8) self-
centred pressure groups, political parties led by elites only interested in
their re-election; (9) governments that are unable to constrain transna-
tional economic forces; (10) restricting civil and political rights; (11)
unaccountable bureaucrats; elected anti-democratic leaders; (12) signif-
icant political violence; (13) polarized media offering opposing perspec-
tives to divided public subscribers; (14) losses of legitimacy resulting from
economic, security or other crises; (15) economic factors; (16) socio-
economic factors (unresolved socioeconomic problems; severe economic
inequality); (17) international factors (external non-supporting of pro-
democratic actors; colonial heritage); (18) security problems (threat
increases the probability of democratic breakdown) (Offe and Schmitter
1996; Sutter 2002; Hagopian 2004; Kapstein and Converse 2008; Chou
2011; Svolik 2019; Masterson 2023; Moss et al. 2023). Indeed, the list
of variables expected to explain democracy’s breakdown is becoming ever
longer as empirical analyses of ever more case studies are revealed. Never-
theless, there is no consensus on exactly which variables make a crucial
difference. Rather, the role of context has been increasingly acknowledged
as very important.
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ILLIBERAL ABUSE OF DEMOCRACY
AND AUTOCRATIZATION!

When linking illiberal abuse of democracy and autocratization, the ques-
tion arises not only as to how democracy is defined but also how to define
autocratization. In analogy with defining democratization, autocratization
has recently been defined as a process moving towards its end, which is
autocracy. Still, this ‘end’ needs to be determined.

Several definitions of autocratization can be found in the literature. For
example, autocracy has been simply defined as a regime not meeting the
criteria for democracy (Svolik 2012, 20) or as rule by other means than
democracy (Brooker 2014, 1). More precision can be found in a defini-
tion of autocracy as rule in which an executive achieved power through
undemocratic means (Geddes et al. 2014, 317). Schattschneider (1942)
had already defined the accumulation of all powers legisiative, executive,
and judiciary in the same hands, whether of one, a few, or many, and
whether heveditary, self-appointed, or elective, as tyranny. More recently,
Wright (2021) summarized three time-varying dimensions of autocracy
corresponding with party dominance, military rule and personalism.

Processes leading from democracy in a direction of autocracy have been
particularly observed as the decomposing of democracy in its institutional
basis. Already in the mid-1990s, Zakaria (1997) had noted the start of
a global trend in which democratically elected regimes, often ones that
had been re-clected or reaffirmed through referenda, not only routinely
ignored constitutional limits on their power and deprived their citizens
of basic rights and freedoms but also usurped the power both horizon-
tally (from other branches of the national government) and vertically
(from regional and local authorities as well as private businesses and other
nongovernmental groups).

In the post-socialist context, Zalan (2016) showed that among the
most critical changes in recent tendencies towards autocratization have
been: the government’s introduction of measures that curb democratic

L This part of the text is a substantially developed and amended part of the article
Fink-Hafner, Danica. 2020. “The Struggle over Authoritarian Pressures in Slovenia
in the Context of the COVID-19 Epidemic.” Politicki zivot 18, 20-32. https://
www.researchgate.net/profile /Danica-Fink-Hafner/publication /346965244 _dth-politicki-
zivot-corona/links /5fd4ct6b299bf1408802£211 /dth-politicki-zivot-corona.pdt.
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checks and balances; the dismantling of constitutional checks and weak-
ening of other institutions set up to keep an eye on the executive; taking
control of the public media and squeezing private media hard; discred-
iting the opposition and Western critics; creating an enemy or enemies
(NGO, immigrants); and rewriting election rules.

These notes show how important it is to not only look at formal but
also informal institutions that regulate how political power is assigned
and exercised (Eckstein and Gurr 1975). This is the reason we look
at autocratization through three main dimensions of political regime
variance—political participation, public contestation and executive limita-
tion—developed by Cassani and Tomini (2018, 277). While the authors
developed this approach with the main focus on cross-country compar-
isons, we believe it is also very useful for tracing the dynamics within one
country over a studied period of time.

In Table 3.3, we present dimensions, variables and indicators of
regime change towards autocracy based on Cassani and Tomini (2018)
and contributions by several other authors.

There have been some attempts to indicate what transformations may
be sufficient to trigger autocratization. For example, Waldner and Lust
(2018) set a criteria of transformations in at least one and any of the three
institutional dimensions presented in Table 3.3 as sufficient to trigger
autocratization. Still; it is the magnitude of such changes that is crit-
ical, not whether these changes will necessarily trigger regime change
(Cassani and Tomini 2018, 278). Negative changes in terms of exec-
utive constraints, civil and individual liberties, political rights, electoral
integrity, competition and participation can vary and may still be consid-
ered in the frame of an existing democracy. So, it is not necessary that
triggering autocratization automatically leads to the regime change—the
actual installation of the new, autocratic regime (the outcome of the
processes).

There are still questions that require answers (Lueders and Lust 2018):
(1) the question of qualifying when democratic backsliding starts to shape
into the autocratization process; (2) the question of measuring the demo-
cratic backsliding and autocratization processes; and (3) establishing the
threshold in the empirical reality when autocratization actually reaches the
final point of regime transformation into autocracy.
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regime change towards

Dimensions

Institutions (formal and
informal)

Indicators of change
towards autocracy

Political participation

Public contestation

Limitation of the
executive

Institutions for leadership
selection

Institutions regulating political
participation
Protection of institutions

Institutions regulating public
contestation

The possibility to publicly
oppose and criticize the
conduct of government and
compete for replacing it

Institutions regulating executive
limitations

Protection of civil and
individual liberties and political
rights against ruler’s abuses

Universal suffrage elections
for legislative and
executive power
challenged (including the
disrespect of voters’
preferences on the ruling
coalition-making)
Inclusiveness declining by
adopting new regulations
Protection of institutions
declining

Free and fair elections
challenged;

Dolitical rights (freedom of
expression, press and
organization) declining
Reducing the enforcement
of political rights (freedom
of expression, press and
organization);

Challenged or even
declining freedom of the
public media

Weakening of
constitutional and other
legal limits of executive
power by the elected

Lack of state institutions’
activities protecting civil
and individual liberties and
political rights against
ruler’s abuses (such as
Ombudsman; Data
protection regulator)

(continued)
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Table 3.3 (continued)

Dimensions Institutions (formal and Indicators of change
informal) towards autocracy

The presence and effectiveness  Real-life

of other executive constraints executive-legislative
including horizontal institutional balance
accountability disturbed;

Actual judiciary decisions
limiting the executive
lacking;

Actual constitutional
checks—disrespect of
constitutional court and
decisions of the
constitutional court
lacking

Sources Author’s synthesis based on Dahl (1971), Eckstein and Gurr (1975), Zakaria (1997), Linz
and Stepan (1996), O’Donnell (1998), Zalan (2016), Cassani and Tomini (2018); and author’s
observations

As shown in the previous section, answers to these questions have
been partially offered in the literature on democratic backsliding. More
recently, it seems that researchers who focus on factors of the autocratic
outcome stress the importance of a more complete understanding of
agency and also stress the global economic (re)distribution (accelerated
accumulation of capital; region-dependant economic model); ‘authori-
tarian’ capitalism and national authoritarian legacies (antiliberal cultural
legacies such as those inherited from state socialism and other/previous
non-democratic regimes) (Scheiring 2021; Sallai and Schnyder 2021).

In terms of agency, it is not only the role of autocratic leaders, their
parties and governments that has been acknowledged but also conser-
vative intellectual networks, including selected conservative think tanks
and individual intellectuals developing theoretical defences of illiber-
alism; networks of loyal national capitalists, fused economic and political
powers, including electoral clientelism; disinformed citizens and/or citi-
zens ‘bribed’ by some populist policies. Here also the ‘helplessness’ of
international organizations including the European Union is mentioned
(Buzoginy and Varga 2018; Mares and Young 2019; Scheiring 2021).

Last but not least, it should be noted that autocratization is not always
produced in a gradual process of democratic erosion. Rather, there are
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sudden examples taking place in particular circumstances: state emer-
gency. This brings us back to crises and their national management in
the interplay between international and national politics. More precisely,
extraordinary circumstances make it easier for the authoritarian leaders to
declare an emergency and to gain more power over state resources since
the nation becomes more susceptible to democratic decline; this reduces
the costs for leaders of subverting democratic rule and constraining the
freedom of action of the opposition (Lithrmann and Rooney 2021).
Indeed, a study of sixty democracies from 1974-2016 showed that auto-
cratic episodes are 75% more likely in years with declared states of
emergency (Lithrmann and Rooney 2021, 630).
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CHAPTER 4

Party System Characteristics and Challenges
to Democracy

INTRODUCTION

The literature primarily interested in party politics has focused on the
relationship between the characteristics of party systems and democracy.
In this context, the focus has been especially on party system institution-
alization. More recently, party system polarization has been increasingly
added to party system characteristics, considered to be factors that impact
democracy. Poor party institutionalization and high party system polar-
ization have been found to endanger at least the quality of democracies
if not democracy itself. However, it has not always been clear what the
relationship between institutionalization and polarization is. Also, it is
not clear how other party system characteristics, such as party system
stability, freezing, closure and fluidity, are related to either institution-
alization or polarization. Furthermore, some party system characteristics
have been observed both on the level of the party system and on the
level of individual parties. Among these characteristics are institution-
alization, polarization (parties’ shift to extremism), personalization and
populism. The aim of this chapter is to clarify: (1) the relationships
among the mentioned characteristics; (2) the relationship between the
party system and the party level of these characteristics and (3) the rela-
tionship between the studied characteristics and democracy. We start with
some introductory theses and then continue by detailing particular party
systems and party characteristics and their relationship with democracy.
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The first theses are related to institutionalization. As the history of
modern democracy is built on political parties, researchers (Mainwaring
and Torcal 2006, 221) expect that institutionalization has important
consequences for democratic politics and that democracy may have some
deficiencies where parties are less stable mechanisms of representation,
accountability and structuring.

Institutionalized parties and party systems have been viewed as neces-
sary conditions for effective democratic governing (Stockton 2001).
Institutionalized party systems especially are believed to give rise to demo-
cratic qualities of legitimacy and predictability (Lindberg 2007). More
precisely, it has been argued that it is the institutionalization of party
systems as a whole (and not individual party institutionalization) that
matters for democratic survival in Europe, and that achieving a threshold
systemic institutionalization ensures avoiding democratic collapse, but
over-institutionalization may not be supportive of the survival of democ-
racy (Casal Bértoa 2017).

Based on Western European history, researchers interested in party
systems and democracy have stressed the importance of the party system’s
institutionalization, but recently it has been found that party systems
in old democracies may change while democracy remains unchallenged
(Casal Bértoa and Weber 2019). Contrary to earlier theses, it has also
been found that highly institutionalized party systems may even become
problematic for democratic developments when parties become too
closely linked to the state and lose touch with developments in a society.

During the last decade, more interest has been focused on party system
destabilization as one specific dimension of party system institutionaliza-
tion. Former simple distinctions between stable Western party systems
and unstable party systems in other parts of the world have proved to
be wrong as Western party systems have also destabilized during the last
decade. Destabilization trends have been emerging in Western Europe
as well as across the globe, accompanied by a global trend of declining
democracy. Nevertheless, a belief persists that new party systems may be
more prone than old party systems to crises.

Research into parties in post-socialist contexts has developed the thesis
that post-socialist party systems stabilize while democracy is consolidating
(Kitschelt 2009). The research has pointed at many obstacles to party and
party system institutionalization (Enyedi 2006). As party system desta-
bilization has recently evolved in parallel with a decline in democracy,
the thesis that it is the party system’s destabilization in the post-socialist
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context that challenges democracy in these countries evolved logically.
However, not all post-socialist democracies have joined the trend, and
not all democracies backslide at the same time, at the same pace or with
the same outcome.

In 2022, for the first time since 2004, the Bertelsmann Transforma-
tion Index (BTI) recorded more autocratic than democratic states, while
short- and long-term trends have been negative even when looking solely
at more advanced democracies (“Global Report”, n.d.). However, not
all countries with destabilized party systems have experienced a radical
decline in democracy. Furthermore, recent Varieties of Democracy (V-
Dem) data revealed that some older democracies do backslide. It is
t